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The medieval hisTory of Palermo in a new lighT

annliese nef

The city of Palermo, more than most perhaps, gives rise to dreams and is 
invested with images and descriptions both negative and positive, where 
the present and the past often collide.1 located in the centre of the medi-
terranean, it sits within a sheltered harbour on the north-west coast of  
sicily, an island whose contours delimit two crucial spaces in the east-west 
navigation of that sea (the sicilian channel and the straits of messina).

The original urban core, oriented ne-sw,2 was established on a promon-
tory delimited by two water courses: to the north, the Papireto, and to the 
south, the Kemonia, both of which flowed into the sea. surrounded by the 
fertile plain with its many gardens known as the “Conca d’oro,” Palermo is 
encircled by mountains, among them the famous monte Pellegrino, which 
is 600 metres at its summit. from the islamic period onwards, the urban 
fabric exceeded the limits of the first fortified urban core, but this latter 
continued to be the heart of the city throughout the whole of the medi-
eval period.

from the Capital of an imperial Province (6th–11th Century) 
to the Capital of a Kingdom (11th–15th Century)

at first a city and bishopric of middling importance within the rich Byz-
antine province of sicily (6th–9th century),3 Palermo became in the 9th 
century the emiral capital of islamic sicily. Being drawn from the time of 
its conquest in 831 into the orbit of the aghlabids (800–909), who were 

1  Consider, for example, the issue of La pensée de midi, 8 (2002), entitled “retrouver 
Palerme”.

2 The principal axes of the historical core, in particular via marmorea, or Cassaro, the 
present-day Corso vittorio emanuele, retained the same orientation throughout the mid-
dle ages. nevertheless, in an attempt to simplify things, geographers, like the notarised 
medieval deeds, describe them as east-west axes. in order to complicate things still further, 
contemporary cartography represents the Cassaro (south-west/north-east) as if it were ori-
ented north-south and with the sea lying to the south rather than to the north-east. This 
conventional orientation has been adopted in the present volume. 

3 see on this period of the island’s history the numerous studies by vivien Prigent, who 
devoted his doctoral thesis to it.
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themselves representatives of the abbassids in ifrīqiya, and then—between 
909 and the first third of the 11th century—into that of the fatimids,4 it was 
entrusted by the latter to the powerful family of the Kalbids, who governed 
the island in their name. The island was subsequently administered by a 
council, after the break-up of the emirate (c. 1040). finally, in 1072, sicily 
was conquered by troops from the mainland led by the hauteville.

a new chapter then began for Palermo, which saw it become the capi-
tal of the kingdom of sicily, in 1130, under the new dynasty, which was 
norman in origin, a status it retained until the end of the middle ages, 
even if the island would over time be integrated by turns into a number of 
different political dispensations, though no longer enjoying within them 
the primacy that it had known in the 12th century in the south of italy.5 
reattached to the empire of the hohenstaufen from 1194,6 the island 
became embroiled in the confrontation between guelphs and ghibel-
lines, which crystallized as a long-lasting dispute between the Papacy and 
the empire. after a decade of war, sicily was subsumed in 1265–1266 into 
the angevin kingdom. in actual fact, the brother of the king of france, 
Charles of anjou, count of anjou, of maine, and of Provence, the Pope’s 
ally, having been vested with power over sicily by the latter, seized it and 
became its king, though not without ghibelline resistance.

in 1282, the famous sicilian vespers,7 a revolt unleashed by the Palermi-
tans against the french, brought the angevin interlude8 to a close, when 
the kingdom re-entered the aragonese orbit,9 under the rule of Peter iii 
of aragon. This date also marks sicily’s definitive exit from the southern 

4 This shiʿite dynasty drove the aghlabids from power and established in ifrīqiya a new 
caliphate, rivalling the abbassids, in 909. from 969, the caliphal capital was moved to the 
new egyptian foundation of Cairo. 

5 on the period of the hauteville and the hohenstaufen see salvatore Tramontana, 
La monarchia normanna e sveva, in giuseppe galasso, ed., Storia d’Italia (Turin, 1983), iii, 
pp. 435–810, subsequently published separately (Turin, 1986); annliese nef, Conquérir et 
gouverner la Sicile islamique aux XIe et XIIe siècles (rome, 2011) and, for frederick ii, david 
abulafia, Frederick II. A Medieval Emperor (london 1988).

6 william ii (1166–1189) died without a heir and the emperor henry vi, who married 
Constance, the daughter of roger ii, then prevailed.

7 salvatore Tramontana, Gli anni del vespro. L’immaginario, la cronaca, la storia (Bari, 
1989).

8 Charles of anjou and his descendants then retained the kingdom of naples.
9 in 1262, Constance, granddaughter of frederick ii had married Peter iii of aragon. 

This explains why the pro-swabians and anti-angevins in exile would before long gravitate 
to Barcelona.
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italian context which had been its chief point of reference since 1130.10 
The rejection of the agreement reached in 1295 between the Papacy and 
the angevins on the one hand and James ii of aragon, son of Peter iii, 
on the other—a settlement which ceded sicily to the former in exchange 
for the investiture of sardinia and Corsica to the king of aragon—led 
the kingdom of sicily to proclaim itself independent under the rule of 
frederick iii, brother of James and the latter’s lieutenant in sicily. This 
situation then left the island facing an alliance consisting of the Papacy, 
the angevins and the aragonese. in 1302, the peace of Caltabellotta, while  
recognising the three-cornered kingdom and the rule of frederick iii, stipu-
lated that at his death the island should come under pontifical authority.

The dawning century was marked on the one hand by the war pitting 
the angevins of naples against the aragonese branch of sicily, and on the 
other by an internal conflict between the “Catalan party,” identified with 
this latter, which established the island’s capital in Catania in 1353, and 
the “latin party,” embodied by the Chiaromonte, a powerful family from 
Palermo aligned with the ghibellines. after the death of frederick iv, in 
1377, there emerged from a period of anarchy a quadruple vicariate which 
pretended to administer the island in the name of the infant maria, who 
ruled only in name and was abducted by the king of aragon so that she 
might be married to the infant martin in 1379. This latter landed on the 
island at the head of an army in 1392, in order to regain control of it, 
which he did in 1398. after the death of martin, without an heir, in 1409, 

10 for the 14th–15th centuries, see henri Bresc, Un monde méditerranéen: économie et 
société en Sicile (1300–1460) (Paris, rome and Palermo, 1986); Pietro Corrao, Governare un 
regno. Potere, società e istituzioni in sicilia fra Trecento e Quattrocento (naples, 1991) and 
igor mineo, Nobiltà di Stato. Famiglie e identità aristocratiche nel tardo medioevo. La Sicilia 
(rome, 2001). for the economic dimension, see stephan r. epstein, An Island for itself. Eco-
nomic development and social transformation in late medieval Sicily, Past and Present Publi-
cations series (Cambridge, 1992) and the edition revised for the translation and published 
under the title Potere e mercati in Sicilia. Secoli XIII–XVI (Turin, 1996). more specifically on 
the cities of sicily, fabrizio Titone, Governments of the universitates. Urban communities 
of Sicily in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (Turnhout, 2009), and on Palermo, Patrizia 
sardina, Palermo e i Chiaramonte: splendore e tramonto di una signoria. Potere nobiliare, 
ceti dirigenti e società tra XIV e XV secolo (Caltanissetta and rome, 2003). see also the 
introductions to the twelve volumes of the series of the Acta Curie felicis urbis Panormi 
(Palermo, 1982–1999), an edition of the registers held at the archivio storico Comunale 
which cover the years 1274–1410. on this last point: Beatrice Pasciuta, “scritture giudiziarie 
e scritture amministrative: la cancelleria cittadina a Palermo nel Xiv secolo,” in isabella 
lazzarini, ed., Scritture e potere. Pratiche documentarie e forme di governo nell’Italia tar-
domedievale (XIV–XV secolo), Reti Medievali Rivista (http://www.retimedievali.it), 9 (2008/1) 
and marcello moscone, Notai e giudici cittadini dai documenti palermitani di età aragonese 
(1282–1391) (Palermo, 2008).

http://www.retimedievali.it
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and then that of his father, martin ii, who had succeeded him, a dynastic 
crisis in Catalonia led to a Catalan viceroy assuming control of the island 
from 1412, despite some resistance.

The king of aragon, alfonso v the magnanimous (1416–1458), used 
the island, subject to harsh taxation but enjoying a degree of political  
autonomy, as a base for his conquest of the kingdom of naples, completed 
in 1443. he had to confront the revolt of Palermo in 1450. at his death, his 
brother, John ii (1458–1479), succeeded him.

ferdinand, the second son of John ii and latterly—after the death of 
his half brother, in 1461—his heir, married the future isabella i of Castile 
in 1469. from 1474 he was therefore king of Castile and leon, ruling under 
the name of ferdinand v. in 1479 he became sovereign of both aragon 
and sicily. in 1504 he would lay hands upon the kingdom of naples, held 
up until then by his cousin. ferdinand the Catholic, whose reign there-
fore opened a new phase in the history of sicily. he was also responsible, 
together with his wife isabella, for the introduction of the spanish inqui-
sition into Palermo in 1487, and for the expulsion of the Jews from sicily 
in 1492.

Throughout this long timespan the history of Palermo is unevenly 
documented in the sources, which also vary markedly in quantity and 
quality from period to period.11 no archival documents were preserved 
for the Byzantine and islamic periods; one has therefore to draw upon 
data derived from literary sources or from epigraphy, sigillography (for 
Byzantium), numismatics and archaeology. a further regional character-
istic, of the twelfth century documentation above all, is the preservation 
of notarial acts written in arabic and in greek in ecclesiastical records 
conserved in the archivio di stato di Palermo. as for subsequent periods,  
written sources are more varied, although the paucity of communal 
archival records compared with northern italian cities, a natural conse-
quence of differences in the respective institutional frameworks, has been 
emphasised. The archives of the central administrative offices are thus 
fundamental for the medieval history of Palermo. Prior to the fourteenth 
century, latin notarial registers are likewise almost non-existent (the doc-
uments preserved are in the ecclesiastical records). finally, note should 
be taken of the paucity of the documentation for the thirteenth century, 

11 The nature and repartition of the sources is an issue tackled by the bibliography 
detailed in the note 10.
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a dearth due in particular to the destruction suffered by the archives in 
naples during world war ii.

Taking into account these specificities, the contributors to the present 
volume have set out to recast the medieval history of Palermo.

for a new history of medieval Palermo

in the light of this brief chronological resumé, one can readily understand 
why the medieval history of Palermo is too often described as a sequence 
of periods of foreign domination that both gave rise to a rich cultural 
synthesis and led to a sort of eternal urban subjection to a monarchical 
power, whose frame of reference was usually extra-insular, all the more so 
given that the emblem of political modernity, the medieval italian com-
mune, is presumed never to have existed there. Cultural diversity and a 
lack of political maturity would seem to have gone hand in hand, accord-
ing to this widely accepted viewpoint.

such stereotyped images have been undermined by the recent histo-
riography, and histories of Palermo are indeed not rare;12 high quality 
syntheses13 have been published recently in italian.14 rather than imitate 
them, we have attempted something quite different. The more innova-
tory works on Palermo are predominantly concerned with the second 
half of the middle ages and place the emphasis above all on social, insti-
tutional and political logics, precisely in order to rectify the misleading 
notions summarised in the preceding paragraph. By taking into account 
research in progress, we have endeavoured to prolong this historiographi-
cal renewal by extending it to other as yet neglected domains.

Thus, to begin with, we have deliberately accorded the same impor-
tance to the different periods succeeding one another during the middle 
ages: traditionally, in fact, far less attention has been paid to the five first 
centuries (6th–mid-11th century) than to the last (mid-11th–15th century). 
we have therefore allotted the former more space than is usually the case, 

12 geneviève Bresc-Bautier and henri Bresc, ed., Palerme 1070–1492. Mosaïque de peu-
ples, nation rebelle: la naissance violente de l’identité sicilienne (Paris, 1993).

13 see the Storia di Palermo, edited by rosario la duca, several volumes of which have 
appeared since 1999, and which retrace the history of the city from its origins. 

14 one of the main aims of the present publication was to render the latest research on 
the subject accessible to english readers.
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and this is particularly true for the islamic period,15 which saw Palermo 
become the island’s capital in place of syracuse. furthermore, in order 
not to refer time and time again to the same dynastic divisions, which in 
certain spheres are anyway not relevant, use has been made of transversal 
thematic approaches, analysing a particular aspect over several centuries, 
so as to follow developments across the very long term.

without excluding economic, political and social questions,16 which 
have been successfully tackled in the past,17 considerable scope has been 
given to cultural18 and religious19 history, areas neglected in recent years 
in the Palermitan context. The religious development of Palermo in the 
middle ages has still in fact been little studied20 and cultural history at 
once clings to outmoded myths and neglects discoveries that indicate a 
veritable dynamism, so much at odds is it with the stereotyped image 
purveyed in vast swathes of the secondary literature.21 likewise, if the his-
tory of architecture and art is for its part rarely forgotten when the city 
is evoked,22 though without always taking into account the most recent 
contributions, that of the knowledge of languages and of texts is less often 
in the place of honour, and recent syntheses are lacking.

15 vivien Prigent thus tackles the Byzantine period, while alessandra Bagnera, mirella 
Cassarino and annliese nef address the islamic period.

16 Chapters by gian luca Borghese, henri Bresc, igor mineo, annliese nef, and laura 
sciascia.

17 i refer the reader here to the individual bibliographies attached to specific chapters.
18 as with the chapters by mirella Cassarino, Benoît grévin and giuseppe mandalà.
19 as once again with the chapter by mirella Cassarino, and that by henri Bresc on the 

religious evolution of the city.
20 The emphasis has generally been on the topographic aspect, see Contrade e chiese 

nella palermo medievale (Palermo, 1999). a notable exception is provided by the works 
of francesco lo Piccolo: ed., antonio mongitore, Storia delle chiese di Palermo: i conventi 
(Palermo, 2009); Aspetti e problemi dell’associazionismo laicale a Palermo tra medioevo ed 
età moderna (Palermo, 1999).

21  in this regard the study by Karla mallette, The Kingdom of Sicily: 1100–1250. A Literary 
History (Philadelphia, 2005) is not altogether satisfactory.

22 amongst the great number of works, see the high quality guide of Cesare de seta, 
maria antonietta spadaro and sergio Troisi, Palermo, città d’arte. Guida ai monumenti di 
Palermo e Monreale (Palerme, 1999); but also david Knipp, ed., Art and form in Norman Sic-
ily (Proceedings of an International Conference, Rome, 6–7 december 2002) (munich, 2005); 
maria andaloro, ed., Nobiles Officinae. Perle, filigrane e trame di seta dal Palazzo Reale di 
Palermo. II. Saggi, (Catania, 2006); numerous articles in mario re and Cristina rognoni, 
ed., Byzantino-Sicula V. Giorgio di Antiochia; l’arte della politica in Sicilia nel XII secolo tra 
Bisanzio e l’Islam (Atti del convegno internazionale, Palermo, 19–20 avril 2007) (Palermo, 
2009) and the recent study by emanuela garofalo and marco rosario nobile, Palermo e il 
gotico (Palermo, 2007).
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furthermore, even though the history of the urban topography of Pal-
ermo has a venerable pedigree,23 and though this approach has been sus-
tained uninterruptedly across so many centuries,24 it is still more often 
employed by archaeologists than by other researchers, and in publications 
that are scattered and difficult for non-specialists to find. we have there-
fore sought to take stock of this dimension, at any rate for the periods that 
are most striking from this point of view (islamic domination25 and the 
rule of the hauteville). it was a question not only of retracing a sustained 
architectural policy,26 but also of bringing the materiality of the city into 
full view.27

finally, we have sought to open up a more general perspective as 
regards the cities of sicily by emphasising the degree to which, notwith-
standing what has already been said on this theme, sicilian townsmen 
and citizens have loomed larger in the political and institutional life of 
these latter than historians have tended to suppose.28

23 see, in particular, vincenzo di giovanni, La topografia antica di Palermo dal secolo 
X al XV, i–ii (Palermo, 1889–90).

24 henri Bresc, “l’espace public à Palerme,” in Jacques heers, ed., Fortifications, portes 
de villes, places publiques dans le monde méditerranéen (Paris, 1984), pp. 41–65; id., “filo-
logia urbana: Palermo dai normanni agli aragonesi,” Incontri Meridionali, iii series, 1–2 
(1981), 5–41 and “in ruga que arabice dicitur zucac: les rues de Palerme (1070–1460),” in Le 
paysage urbain au Moyen Age (Actes du XIe Congrès de la SHMESP, Lyon, 1980) (lyons, 1981), 
pp. 155–86; franco d’angelo, La città di Palermo nel Medioevo (Palermo, 2002); marina 
scarlata, “Configurazione urbana e habitat a Palermo tra Xii e Xiii secolo,” in rosario la 
duca, ed., Storia di Palermo III (Palermo, 2003), pp. 133–81 and elena Pezzini, “Un tratto 
della cinta muraria della città di Palermo,” MEFRM 110/2 (1998), 719–71 and “alcuni dati 
sull’uso della terra nell’architettura medievale a Palermo: fonti documentarie e testimo-
nianze materiali,” in III Congresso Nazionale di Archeologia Medievale (salerno, 2003), 
pp. 624–28.

25 Chapter by alessandra Bagnera.
26 Chapter by rosa di liberto.
27 Chapter by elena Pezzini.
28 Chapter by fabrizio Titone.
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palErmo in thE EastErn roman EmpirE

Vivien prigent

From one Boat to another

palermo became part of the Byzantine empire in 535, through the swift 
conquest of sicily, then part of the ostrogothic kingdom of italy, by the 
general Belisarius. the attack had two pretexts: a dispute regarding the 
legitimate rights of the emperor, heir by conquest to the Vandal kings, to 
possess the sicilian city of lilibeo, and the declared intention to avenge 
Queen amalasuntha, who had been ousted and killed by her cousin 
theodatus.1

Belisarius advanced with unexpected ease,2 due to the absence of Ger-
manic troops in this rich but outlying province.3 palermo, for its part, was 
furnished with a garrison, but the latter refused to hand over its weapons 
and took shelter behind the city’s fortifications. Faced with an audacious 
strategy of the Byzantine general, the ostrogoths were however forced to 
surrender: “Belisarius . . . ordered the fleet to sail into the harbour, which 
extended right up to the wall (. . .). now when the ships had anchored 
there, it was seen that the masts were higher than the parapet. straight-
way, therefore, he filled all the small boats of the ships with bowmen, 
and hoisted them to the tops of the masts. and when from these boats 
the enemy were shot at from above, they fell into such an irresistible fear 
that they immediately delivered panormo to Belisarius by surrender.”4 

abbreviations
PCBE: Prosopographie Chrétienne du Bas-Empire, 2, 1, Italie, eds. Charles and luce pietri 

(rome, 1999).
PmbZ: Prosopographie der mittelbyzantinischen Zeit, ed. Friedhelm Winkelmann (Berlin, 

2000).
Registrum: Gregory the Great, Registrum Epistularum sancti Gregorii Magni, ed. Dag nor-

berg, Corpus Christianorum, series latina 140 et 140a (turnhout, 1982).
1  procopius, History of the Wars, ed. and tr. henry B. Dewing (london, 1961–62), 5.3.16–

29 et 5.4.30–31. 
2 the emperor’s instructions had been to disembark on some pretext or other, but only 

to attack if there appeared to be a real chance of success; if not, the troops should re-
embark and continue towards their official destination, Carthage, ibid., 5.5.6–7. 

3 ibid., 7.16.17–18. 
4 ibid., 5.5.13–16. 
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such methods of attack are mentioned even in antiquity and the Byz-
antines of the early middle ages are known to have employed them, but 
in the form of assault platforms fashioned from long oars hoisted high up 
on the masts of ships. the ship then served as a siege tower.5

aside from its spectacular character, the conquest of palermo by 
Belisarius, by placing the emphasis upon missile weapons, served to high-
light the consequences of the lack of a genuine archery tradition among 
the Germanic warriors.6 they laid down their weapons, judging it impos-
sible to resist a possible assault on the city walls by the remaining fighting 
crew. according to procopius, this structural weakness would cost them 
the war and with it their italian kingdom.7

interesting though the circumstances surrounding this conquest of 
palermo may have been, we are obliged to acknowledge that the city 
immediately fell back into obscurity, making only a brief reappearance in 
the literary sources on the occasion of the crisis which led to its conquest 
by the muslim armies. We know that the invasion of the island began in 
the guise of a civil war unleashed because the emperor michael iii wished 
to be rid of one of his former supporters, the tourmach Euphemios.8 the 
latter managed to eliminate the titular governor, with the assistance of 
two other officers, a certain Balata, about whom we know almost nothing, 
and the latter’s cousin, michael, governor of palermo. the troops com-
manded by the two cousins then brushed aside Euphemios, but when he 
returned, backed by the aghlabid forces from ifrīqiya, they were no match 
for him, and the troops from palermo suffered a crushing defeat.9 this 
sequence of battles fought by troops from the western city go some way 

5 in the 10th century, the Parangelmata poliorkètika mentions this type of assault, 
descended from the Peri mèchanèmatôn, of the 2nd century ad. this form of attack was 
attempted on various occasions, for example, during the siege of Constantinople in 717, 
and likewise against thessaloniki in 904. see John h. pryor and Elizabeth Jeffreys, The Age 
of the dromon: the Byzantine navy, ca. 500–1204 (leiden, 2006), pp. 64, 177, 225 et p. 324, for 
a 10th century illustration representing such constructions. 

6 the modes of combat employed by the “blond peoples” are described in the Emperor 
maurice’s Strategikon. see Das Strategikon des Maurikios, ed. George t. Dennis, Corpus 
Fontium historiae Byzantinae (Vienna, 1981), 11.3.

7 procopius attributed the inability of the Goths to prevail during the siege of rome 
to Belisarius’s mounted archers (procopius, History of the Wars, 5.27.26–29). likewise, it 
was the superiority of the Byzantine archers which guaranteed the victory of narses over 
totila (ibid., 8.32.6–10).

8 Vivien prigent, “la carrière du tourmarque Euphèmios, Basileus des romains,” 
in andré Jacob, Jean-marie martin, Ghislaine noyé, eds., Histoire et culture dans l’Italie 
byzantine, Collection de l’École française de rome 363 (rome, 2006), pp. 279–317.

9 ibn al-athīr, BAS it., 1: 367. 



 palermo in the eastern roman empire 13

towards explaining the decision of the arabo-muslims to establish their 
bridgehead there, after their setback before syracuse.10 the city could jus-
tifiably seem to be both a key element in the control of the island and 
particularly weakened at this precise point in the development of the bal-
ance of forces. the siege of palermo, very probably begun in august 830,11 
lasted despite everything for a whole year, leading to a drastic reduction 
in the numbers of its inhabitants.12 the city surrendered in the month of 
rajab 831 (14 august–12 september).13 the surrender was negotiated by 
an individual whom ibn al-athīr identifies as the “lord” (ṣāḥib) of the city, 
rather than using the more usual “patrikios,” as this same author does 
to refer to the majority of Byzantine officers in his chronicle. the Gesta 
episcoporum Neapolitanorum gives us good grounds for identifying him 
with a certain simeon, who bore the title of spatharios,14 a term which at 
this date no longer refers to any function but simply to an aulic honour. it 
was therefore probably a notable who negotiated, in concert with bishop 
luke, also mentioned in the neapolitan chronicle, the surrender of the 
city. ought one to see this as a reflection of the relative autonomy enjoyed 
by palermo since the death of Balata?15 Be this as it may, when simeon 
embarked, three hundred years of imperial domination over palermo 
came to an end.

the role of palermo Within the sicilian Urban network

in order to assess palermo’s influence upon the island we need to scru-
tinise its integration within the sicilian urban system. the latter presented 
two strongly marked characteristics, namely, the extreme concentration 

10 the forces that had come from africa laid siege to the city but to no avail. the epi-
demic which cost their leader his life forced them to retreat in the face of an imperial army 
sent to relieve palermo, ibid. p. 367.

11  al-nuwayrī, BAS it., 2: 119. this author mistakenly dates the end of the siege to 835. 
12 Even if the figure proposed by ibn al-athīr of three thousand survivors out of the 

seventy thousand persons alleged to be living in the city at the outbreak of hostilities may 
seem excessive, it does give us some idea of the sheer ferocity of the combat. 

13 ibn al-athīr, BAS it., 1: 369. 
14 Gesta episcoporum Neapolitanorum, ed. Georg Waitz, Monumenta Germaniae His-

torica Scriptores Rerum Longobardorum Saec. VI–IX (hanover, 1878), § 54, p. 429.
15 this latter was apparently not among those slain when the palermitan troops were 

defeated in front of syracuse in 828, but probably died during the siege of palermo. one 
wonders whether the ambiguous loyalty of palermo may go some way towards explaining 
the wait-and-see policy of the imperial forces, which, despite the presence of reinforce-
ments from Constantinople, seem not to have made any effort to relieve palermo.
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of the towns along the coasts, and the existence of two principal urban 
clusters. the first was the axis of the straits of messina, featuring syracuse, 
Catania and messina; the second, the north-western “triangle,” consist-
ing of termini, palermo, Carini and lilibeo.16 Conversely, the southern 
and northern zones appear to have been under-urbanised. Under roman 
domination, the western triangle was extremely dynamic,17 a fact borne 
out by, for example, the high concentration of mentions of senators within 
this zone,18 but it seems to have lost momentum from the end of antiq-
uity. this phenomenon was very probably due to the combined impact of 
the partial decline of the rome-Carthage commercial axis after the Vandal 
conquest of north africa,19 of maritime raids launched by the new Ger-
manic masters of tunisia,20 and of seismic phenomena.21

palermo, however, played its cards relatively well. the most obvious 
signs of decline in fact were perceptible in the other urban components 
of the triangle, whose crisis might well have worked in its favour. the 
clearest case was that of termini, which, though in fact mentioned by 

16 on the importance of this urban triangle in the early Empire, andrea Giardina, “il 
quadro storico: palermo da augusto a Gregorio magno”, Kokalos 33 (1987), 231–44.

17 on this point, see Concetta molè Ventura, “Dinamiche di trasformazione nelle città 
della sicilia orientale tardoantica,” in Atti del IX congresso internazionale di Studi sulla Sicilia 
antica, Kokalos 43–44 (1997–1998), vol. i-1, 153–190, which also contains a bibliography. the 
proceedings of a colloquium devoted to the history of palermo at the end of antiquity 
were published in the review Kokalos in 1987. according to roger J. a. Wilson, “towns of 
sicily during the roman Empire,” in Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt, ii, 11, 1: 
Sizilien und Sardinien (Berlin, 1988), pp. 153–58, which takes bearings amongst the archaeo-
logical sources, palermo was the least well-known of the roman sicilian cities.

18 Up until the 3rd century, the available information regarding the presence of sena-
tors in sicily is concentrated in a lilibeo-palermo-termini imerese triangle; cf. Giacomo 
manganaro, “i senatori di sicilia e il problema del latifundio,” in Epigrafia e ordine sena-
torio, i, Tituli 5 (1982), 369–85 and the bibliographical synthesis of livia Bivona, Epigrafia 
latina, Kokalos 43–44 (1997–1998), vol. i-2, 613–24.

19 on this point see simon J. Keay, Late Roman Amphorae in the Western Mediterra-
nean. A Typology and Economic Study: the Catalan Evidence, Bar international series 196 
(oxford, 1984), pp. 112–18. the discoveries in the Crypta Balbi have however enabled us to 
qualify still further this decline in african imports, see in particular simon J. Keay, “afri-
can amphorae,” in lucia sagui, ed., La ceramica in Italia, VI–VII sec., Atti del convegno in 
onore di J. Hayes, British School-American Academy, Rome (11–13 mai 1995), Biblioteca di 
archeologia medievale 14 (Florence, 1998), pp. 141–56, and in the same volume stefano 
tortorella, “ la sigillata africana in italia nel Vi e nel Vii secolo d.C.: problemi di cronologia 
e distribuzione,” pp. 41–70.

20 Biagio saitta, “la sicilia tra incursioni vandaliche e dominazione ostrogotica,” Qua-
derni Catanesi di studi classici e medievali 9 (1987), 363–417.

21  Giardina, Quadro storico, pp. 241–46.
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George of Cyprus,22 had still not acceded to episcopal status at the end 
of the 6th century, despite the legislative measures to this effect taken 
by the Emperor Zeno.23 thus, even if it was larger than palermo in the 
imperial epoch, termini would seem to have suffered a marked decline 
at the end of antiquity.24 Furthermore, the letters of Gregory the Great 
touch upon the decline of Carini,25 subject to the authority of bishop 
Boniface of reggio.26 the local Church survived despite everything, 
since the last holder of the office subscribed to the acts of the Council of  
nicea ii,27 but the evidence of the lead seal, recently recovered from a 
sumptuous building consequently identified as the episcopal palace of 
Carini, should not be taken to identify an incumbent of this see, but a 
bishop of palermo.28 thus, the small city gradually entered the orbit of 
its more dynamic neighbour, prior to disappearing altogether, probably 
during the opening decades of islamic domination.29

22 Ernst honigmann, Le Synekdèmos d’Hiéroklès et l’opuscule géographique de Georges 
de Chypre, text, introduction and commentary (Brussels 1939), p. 49. no bishop of termini 
is mentioned in the correspondence of Gregory the Great, the sheer richness of which, 
especially as regards relations with bishops on the island, allows us to proceed on a firm 
foundation.

23 arnold h. m. Jones, The Later Roman Empire: A Social, Economic and Administrative 
Survey (284–602) (oxford, 1964), p. 877 and n. 8. 

24 Wilson, “towns of sicily,” p. 143 n. 177: 60 hectares. the fate of termini under the 
late Empire is treated at length in oscar Belvedere et alii, Termini Imerese. Ricerche di 
topografia e di archeologia urbana (palermo, 1993).

25 to judge by these letters, the city was all but abandoned: see Registrum. see the 
clarification of the historiographical debate regarding this city in Caterina Greco, irina 
Garofano and Fabiola ardizzone, “nuove indagine archeologiche nel territorio di Carini,” 
Kokalos 43–44 (1997–1998), vol. ii-1, p. 648, n. 9. see also Jeffrey richards, Consul of God. 
The Life and Times of Gregory the Great (london, 1980), pp. 157–58. 

26 a merger with palermo was doubtless not thought to be desirable, given Gregory’s 
deep-seated conviction that Victor, the city’s bishop, was incompetent, see infra. Vera von 
Falkenhausen has however proposed that the see placed under the authority of Boniface of 
reggio be identified with the Ecclesia Mystiensis, a Calabrian bishopric devastated during 
the lombard wars: Vera von Falkenhausen, “Ecclesia Myriensis oppure Ecclesia Mystien-
sis?”, Archivio Storico per la Calabria e la Lucania 55 (1988), pp. 54–55. this hypothesis, 
which assumes a major corruption in the manuscript tradition, cannot be entirely ruled 
out and would indeed resolve most of the problems.

27 We know of three bishops of Carini during the period of Byzantine domination, 
namely, Barbarus, attested in 602: PCBE, ii, Barbarus 3, pp. 254–55; John, a signatory of 
the synod Council of latran: PmbZ, 3403; and Constantine, a Council Father at nicaea ii 
(PmbZ, 3843).

28 a second seal featuring this same monogram has recently been identified in the 
manganaro collection, see my note in Studies in Byzantine Sigillography 10 on the reading 
of Giacomo manganaro, “sigilli diplomatici bizantini in sicilia,” Jahrbuch für numismatik 
und geldgeschichte 53–54 (2003/2004), 73–90.

29 the see is absent from the episcopal list of 907, unless we accept the rash hypo-
thesis of J. Darrouzès, who seeks to identify Carini with the mysterious see of Kronion: 
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a somewhat similar development may be glimpsed in lilibeo. the lat-
ter seems to have retained its episcopal rank throughout the Byzantine 
period, although it disappeared more or less from the non-normative 
sources. lilibeo was, moreover, the only city mentioned by George of 
Cyprus whose ancient name was supplanted by an arabic one, that is, 
marsā ʿalī. the city very probably never recovered from its sack at the 
hands of the Vandals,30 and after it had been handed over to them lilibeo 
was sundered from its hinterland.31 on the eve of the Conquest, the queen 
of the Goths declared that it was “a rock not worth a piece of silver.”32 
at the time of Gregory the Great, lilibeo’s ancient civic traditions were 
no longer maintained, for want of funds33 and the local recruitment of 
bishops diminished: at the end of the 6th century, Decius was a foreigner 
to the city,34 just as his predecessor, theodore, had probably been.35 the 
underlying cause of the city’s decline may have lain in the silting up of 
its port, since from roman times it was bounded to both the north and 
the south by deep sandbanks.36 it has moreover been argued that the 
severuses’ interest in palermo arose out of their concern to develop an 
alternative stopping-place on the route from africa to rome.37

Finally, i will conclude by raising the question of the extension of the 
bishop of palermo’s authority along the island’s north coast. in fact, at 
the time of the imperial conquest and up until at least the end of the 
6th century, no bishopric could second palermo’s influence in this area 

Jean Darrouzès, Notitiae Episcopatuum Ecclesiae Constantinopolitanae, Géographie ecclési-
astique de l’empire byzantin 1 (paris, 1981), p. 278, critical apparatus for line 278. 

30 the sheer violence of the attacks is documented by the coming to light of strata 
indicating destruction by fire in various parts of the city; we know of no inscriptions sub-
sequent to this attack, and yet tombs are located within the city walls; Wilson, “towns 
of sicily,” pp. 166–67; Enrico Caruso, “lilibeo-marsala: le fortificazione di età punica e 
medievale,”: in alessandro Corretti, ed., Atti delle Quarte Giornate Internazionale di Studi 
sull’Area Elima, Erice, 1–4 dicembre 2000, (pisa, 2003), pp. 171–207.

31  on the marriage of amalafrida, see, for example, Charles Courtois, Les Vandales et 
l’Afrique (paris, 1955), p. 401 and n. 38; lilibeo may perhaps have retained its authority over 
its territory for as much as four miles, to judge by an inscription mentioning Fines inter 
Vandalos et (Go)thos . . . IIII (CIL, X, 7232).

32 procopius, History of the Wars, V, 3, 27, p. 30.
33 Registrum, iX, 199 from July 599; this problem may perhaps have been evoked by the 

pope as early as september 595, Registrum, Vi, 13.
34 Registrum, Vi, 13. 
35 the dispute over his inheritance set a syracusan doctor at odds with the Church of 

melitene. 
36 Caruso, “lilibeo-marsala,” pp. 171–72.
37 Giardina, “Quadro storico,” p. 239. see also livia Bivona, “panormo romana in età 

imperiale. la documentazione epigrafica,” Kokalos 33 (1987), 257–70, pp. 262–63. 
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as far as tindari. the latter was in fact a city of minor importance, and 
the influence of the bishop of palermo probably extended as far as the 
frontiers of its diocese.

the 6th and 7th centuries thus found palermo enjoying a very clear 
predominance over a truly vast territory, a fact that helps to account for 
the rebalancing evident subsequently. indeed, several new bishoprics 
emerged in the course of the 7th to 8th century in the zone of influence 
that the present capital of sicily had been able to carve out in the west 
of the island, the authorities very probably having felt the need to rebal-
ance the island’s urban and episcopal network. thus, i would first of all 
cite the foundation of a bishopric at termini, immediately to the east. 
the see is first attested when its bishop, paschalis, attended the roman 
council of 649.38 this foundation occurred in the first half of the 7th cen-
tury and should be linked with the rise in sicilian agricultural produc-
tion, the city’s territory seeming to have experienced fairly prosperous 
agricultural activity during the late Empire.39 Further to the east along 
the same northern littoral, the bishopric of Cefalù was founded in the 8th 
century, probably in the context of the reform of the ecclesiastical juris-
dictions occurring during the reign of leo iii.40 this creation reflected the 
city’s pivotal strategic role in this period.41 Finally, to the south-west of 
palermo, the imperial authorities raised the town of trapani to the status 

38 Concilium Lateranense a. 649 celebratum, ed. rudolf riedinger, Acta Conciliorum Oec-
umenicorum 2–1 (Berlin, 1984), p. 6, l. 17. again, in 680, there is mention of an incumbent 
of the see, John, Concilium universale Constantinopolitanum tertium, ed. rudolf riedinger, 
Acta Conciliorum oecumenicorum 2–2 (Berlin, 1990), p. 146, l. 19. the incumbent’s absence 
from nicaea ii should not be taken to mean that the city was in eclipse in the 8th century, 
since we know of at least one contemporary seal of a bishop of termini, see Vitalien lau-
rent, Le corpus des sceaux de l’empire byzantin, V, 1–3, L’Église (paris, 1963), 901. there is 
nothing extraordinary about the incumbent not having gone to Constantinople in 787. 

39 For the development of the territory of termini, see oscar Belvedere, “l’evoluzione 
storica del territorio imerese dalla fondazione della colonia al periodo tardo-antico,” in 
oscar Belvedere et alii, Himera III, prospezione archeologica nel territorio (rome, 2002) and 
rosa maria Cucco, “Due insediamenti di età romana nel territorio ad est del fiume imera,” 
Kokalos 41 (1995), 139–182. 

40 the episcopal notices are lists of episcopal sees subject to the authority of the patri-
archate of Constantinople. it is necessary to handle such sources with care since they 
are rarely official documents, but more often aides-mémoires of provincial episcopal 
chancelleries, which may well not have been completely up to date, see the introduc-
tion by Darrouzès, Notitiae Episcopatuum Ecclesiae, p. 242, l. 625. For the date of notice 3, 
Vivien prigent, “les évêchés byzantins de la Calabre septentrionale,” MEFRM 114–2 (2002), 
931–953.

41 the see is already mentioned in notice 2, but the testimony of this text needs to be 
handled with care. For the city’s strategic role, Vivien prigent, “topotèrètes de sicile et de 
Calabre aux Viiie–iXe siècles,” Studies in Byzantine Sigillography 9 (2006), 145–158.
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of bishopric. this see does not appear in the official lists of bishoprics 
prior to the beginning of the 10th century. however, one can hardly credit 
the notion that the foundation occurred under muslim domination, and 
we must therefore date it to the years 750–820,42 and tie it perhaps to the 
decline of lilibeo described above.

this brief survey should help us to understand the development of 
palermo as a trading centre in the context of the sicilian urban network. 
the city was better able than its rivals of the north-western “triangle” to 
resist the developments affecting this zone at the end of antiquity. its 
sphere of influence very probably then extended over the whole of the 
west of the island, whose other sees were in a parlous state. the swagger-
ing demeanour of the palermitan bishops, reflected in Gregory the Great’s 
correspondence, is more readily understood in this context, even if we 
can do no more than posit this as a hypothesis. thus, Victor of palermo 
is invariably shown in a bad light, being charged with issuing an illicit 
excommunication,43 accused of failing to oversee the morality of the 
nunneries,44 and condemned for abusing his powers in relation to the 
city’s Jewish community.45 Furthermore, he viewed the roman pontiff ’s 
calls to order with overweening disdain.46 his successor, John, had to 
undertake to rescind his predecessor’s simoniac practices,47 and it has 
rightly been stressed that in the letter by which Gregory the Great recogn-
ised the latter’s election, the pope thought it necessary to modify the usual 
form by enhancing it with a defence against any challenge to the pontifi-
cal will.48 the range of responsibilities then held by the incumbent of the 
see of palermo would, finally, be reflected in Gregory the Great’s decision 

42 the terminus post quem is supplied by the absence of the see from notice 3. it has 
recently been argued that the terminus post quem should be in 787 (Ferdinanco maurici, 
“sicilia bizantina: il territorio della provincia di trapani dal Vi al iX secolo,” Atti delle 
Quarte Giornate Internazionale di Studi sull’Area Elima, p. 894), but the cases of Cefalù, 
termini and tindari, three sees cited in notice 3 but not represented at nicaea ii, provide a 
salutary reminder of the dangers of applying the argument a silentio to the conciliar lists.

43 Registrum, iii, 27.
44 Registrum, V, 4, dated september 594.
45 Registrum, iX, 38, dated october 598.
46 Registrum, iX, 38. i will revert below to Victor’s quarrels with the pope. 
47 Registrum, Xiii, 45. in July 603, John, the new bishop of palermo, had to undertake in 

the presence of his own clergy to restore the properties of the Church wrongfully occupied 
by foreigners. 

48 Registrum, Xiii, 38, dated July 603, l. 6–7: “on this subject, we put you on your 
guard against anyone having the presumption to fail to show due reverence towards the 
apostolic see.” on this election and the possible role of Gregory the Great, Consul of God, 
pp. 153–54.
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not to uphold the candidacy of his friend abbot Urbicus, whose undeni-
able spiritual qualities would not suffice him if called upon to answer to 
the demands of such onerous episcopal functions.49

this relative “apogée” belonged to the 6th to 7th centuries, before a new 
movement of urbanization, or at any rate of episcopal foundations, came 
to undermine this pre-eminence or, more realistically, to relieve the city 
of responsibilities exceeding its capacities. one could also ascribe to the 
relative decline of the palermitan see the fact that palermo did not develop 
a specific “civic” cult during this period. Whilst a hagiographic production 
of real quality dedicated to the glory of the great sicilian cities developed 
(Gregory of agrigento, leo of Catania, pancras of taormina, marcian of 
syracuse, Beryl of Catania), no specific text honoured palermo.50 We can 
thus readily understand why saint agatha, whom the earliest texts hold 
to have been born in palermo, should have been shifted towards Catania,51 
and the growing importance of the monasteries, as against that of the epis-
copal Church, could have had something to do with this phenomenon.

Civil and military administration

Given the paucity of relevant sources, we cannot hope to have more than 
a very rudimentary notion of the manner in which the city was adminis-
tered by the imperial authorities. palermo must have undergone the sort 
of development common to the major part of the cities in the roman 
empire, characterised as it was by the disappearance of formal municipal 
institutions52 and the diminishing sway of the town over the surrounding 
territory.53 it is nevertheless impossible to reconstruct the process in any 
detail. study of the imperial administration relies very heavily, perhaps 
too heavily, on the lead bullae left by Byzantine functionaries. Unfortu-
nately, the history of the sicilian museums’ collections of such objects 
explains the concentration of such objects in palermo, without it always 

49 Registrum, Xiii, 12, november 602.
50 in a general fashion, Daniele motta, Percorsi dell’agiografia. Società e cultura nella 

Sicilia tardoantica e bizantina (Catania, 2003).
51  lastly on this topic, motta, Percorsi, pp. 76–80, with bibliography.
52 the best synthesis is that of abshalom laniado, Recherches sur les notables munici-

paux dans l’empire protobyzantin, monographies du Centre d’histoire et de civilisation de 
Byzance 13 (paris, 2002). 

53 mark Whittow, “recent research on the late-antique city in asia minor: the second 
half of the 6th c. revisited,” in luke lavan, ed., Recent research in Late-antique urbanism 
(portsmouth, 2001), pp. 137–54.
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being possible to ascertain their actual provenance. When using these 
seals to found a historical argument tied specifically to palermo, it is nec-
essary to tread lightly, although some points may be advanced.

the first point of any importance concerns the apparent longevity of 
the municipal curia of palermo. thus, as late as 602, Gregory the Great 
seems to testify to its survival by his addressing of a letter clero, ordini et 
plebi consistenti Panormo.54 the laity of the city thus appears as divided 
into two distinct categories, the first of which, the ordo, corresponded to 
the curiales.55 however, a study of the pontiff ’s letters in their entirety 
clearly indicates that the relatively numerous references to the curiae, 
whether through the ordo or in relation to the acta municipalia, a munici-
pal institution for which the curiales were responsible, appear in letters 
employing a fixed form.56 nothing therefore indicates that they refer to 
still existing realities. at naples, alongside formulaic letters also distin-
guishing the clergy, the ordo and the plebs, one finds, concerning the very 
same subjects and at the same dates, more informal missives mentioning 
only the clergy and the nobiles. a “socio-economic” definition of the elite 
is therefore substituted there for the juridical division of the lay popula-
tion into two categories prevailing in antiquity.57 nevertheless, the unde-
niably formulaic character of certain modes of address does not by itself 
immediately invalidate all these testimonies as to the possible survival 
of the curiae. thus, at ravenna, some testimonies, papyrological at an 
earlier date58 and sphragistic at a later,59 confirm the testimony of the 

54 Registrum, Xiii, 15.
55 Jones, Later Roman Empire, p. 918; thomas s. Brown, Gentlemen and Officers: Imperial 

Administration and Aristocratic Power in Byzantine Italy A. D. 554–900 (rome, 1984), p. 166, 
seeks to identify the ordo with the possessores.

56 thus, in the first scenario, it is almost always a question of announcing to the popu-
lation of a city the appointment of an episcopal visitor or of a bishop or else of urging 
it to elect a new bishop; in the second, we are concerned with documents linked to the 
foundation of an oratory. on this aspect of Gregory the Great’s correspondence, see the 
introduction to Opere di Gregorio Magno, Lettere, trans. Vincenzo recchia, Bibliotheca Gre-
gorii Magni 5–1 (rome, 1996–1999), pp. 12–13; also Dag norberg, “style personnel et style 
administratif dans le Registrum Epistularum de saint Grégoire le Grand,” in Grégoire le 
Grand (Colloque international, Chantilly, 15–19 sept. 1982) (paris, 1986), pp. 489–97.

57 Registrum, ii, 3; ii, 8; X, 9; X, 19.
58 on the survival of the curia at ravenna, Frank m. ausbüttel, “Die Curialen und stadt-

magistrat ravennas im späten 5. und 6. Jh,” Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik 67 
(1987), 207–214.

59 the seal is in a very poor state of repair. Johann peter Kirch, “altchristliche Bleisiegel 
des museo nazionale zu neapel,” Römische Quartalschrift für christliche Alterthumskunde 
und für Kirchengeschichte 6 (1892), p. 326. a drawing of it may be found in id., “Bulles,” in 
Dictionnaire d’antiquités chrétiennes et de liturgie, ii, p. 1342, fig. 1732.
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Registrum regarding the survival of the curia. We must therefore proceed 
with care here. however, at the election of bishop Victor’s successor, the 
pope addressed his privileged interlocutor, the patrikios Venantius, first 
of the aristocrats of palermo, in order to ask him to induce the clergy and 
the people to send to rome representatives responsible for electing the 
new bishop.60 as in the neapolitan case, when affairs were handled in a 
pragmatic fashion, all reference to the ordo disappears.61 it will therefore 
be conceded, without it being possible to dispel every doubt, that at the 
end of the 6th century the curia was already no more than a memory. 
in sicily, this disappearance of the municipal council was very probably 
related to the reform of modes of tax collection decreed in 537.62

all references to any urban magistracies likewise disappeared, although 
certain functions (defensor, pater poleôs) are attested elsewhere on the 
island, sometimes up until an astonishingly late date.63 once again, we 
must risk arguing a silentio. But, in this context, there is a clear indication 
as to what was going on. on several occasions, in fact, the pope brings up 
the establishment in palermo of commissions of arbitration, a practice 
tending more and more often to be substituted for genuine judicial pro-
cedures, which were often too lengthy.64 thus, in october 598, the pope 
ordered the defensor in charge of the palermitan patrimony of the Church 
of rome to essay a reconcilation between a certain ianuaria and three 
individuals who were trying to drive her off a landed property she had 

60 Registrum, Xiii, 12.
61  the development is nonetheless less clear, since we lack letters specifically addressed 

to the habitatores of palermo or to its nobiles.
62 Vivien prigent, “la sicile byzantine, entre papes et empereurs (6ème–8ème siècle)”, in 

David Engels, lioba Geis et michael Kleu, eds., Zwischen Ideal und Wirklichkeit: Herrschaft 
auf Sizilien von der Antike bis zur Frühen Neuzeit (stuttgart, 2009), pp. 201–230.

63 see in particular the seal of sergius, father of the city, from the beginning of the 8th 
century, Vitalien laurent, “Une source peu étudiée de l’histoire de la sicile au haut moyen-
Âge: la sigillographie byzantine,” in Byzantino-Sicula, Quaderni dell’istituto siciliano di 
studi Bizantini e neoellenici 2 (palermo, 1966), pp. 22–50, p. 35. i would, however, dicount 
the case of a primus who might have been equated with the prôteuôn/principalis of the 
proto-Byzantine period. this administrative chimera arose out of an erroneous reading 
(ibid., p. 38) of a seal belonging to George of antioch, the prime minister of roger ii 
(Vivien prigent, “le sceau de l’archonte Georges: prôtos ou émir?”, Revue des Études byz-
antines 59 [2001], 193–207).

64 as regards this institution, see prigent, “papes et empereurs.” We may therefore 
identify the recourse to elected judges with an arbitration procedure as it is defined by 
t. Ganos and p. van minnen, implying the preliminary recognition before a notary by the 
two parties of the binding force of the final sentence, whose legal status would be recogn-
ised subsequently by the official courts; traianos Gagos and peter van minnen, Settling a 
dispute. Toward a Legal Anthropology of Late Antique Egypt (michigan, 1994), p. 32.
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occupied for some years.65 in case of failure, the pope decreed that these 
latter iudices cum ea eligant. the defensor was responsible for executing 
the sentence, a sign that this commission did not itself have any power 
of constraint. this particular case may have regarded the hinterland of 
palermo, but not so the following one. For in June 598, it was the turn 
of palermo’s Jewish community to complain to the pope about bishop 
Victor,66 and the pontifical letter explicitly mentions the petitio addressed 
to the pontiff, which Gregory the Great attaches to his own letter.67 the 
complaints concerned the Church of palermo’s illegal seizure of syna-
gogues, along with the adjoining xenodochia and gardens, belonging to the 
Jewish community. the pope ordered the bishop to abide by the laws. if 
there existed reasonable grounds for him to persist, the two parties should 
elect judges. in case of deadlock, the case would be transferred to rome. 
these instructions went unheeded, for four months later another letter 
informs us that Victor of palermo had blocked all possibility of restitution 
by consecrating the properties taken from his city’s Jewish community. 
having been informed that legality was not the strong point where certain 
aspects of the affair were concerned, the pope instructed his defensor to 
compel the bishop to pay the value at which two arbiters (the patrikios 
Venantius and abbot Urbicus) estimated the properties seized.68 Finally, it 
is worth citing a third case, which brought on to the stage a very eminent 
personage, the gloriosus magister militum maurentius. this latter called 
upon the pope to intervene in order to settle a case of rights over land in 
which he was at odds with the Church of palermo.69 the pontiff envis-
aged as a last resort employing cognitores, who would seem to be identi-
cal to the iudices electi featuring in the first two cases. these latter were 
indeed substituted for the municipal institutions which one would expect 
to see invoked in order to settle these disputes. once again, the Justinian 
administrative norms of 537 very probably influenced this development: 
appeals being referred to distant Constantinople, it became necessary to 
avoid the official tribunals as much as possible.70 Finally, these commis-
sions of arbitration could have been tied in with provincial institutions 
through the agency of the local representatives of the praetor of sicily. 

65 Registrum, iX, 39.
66 Registrum, Viii, 25.
67 We obviously only have the text of the pontifical letter. 
68 Registrum, iX, 38. the petition is likewise mentioned there. 
69 Registrum, iX, 120.
70 prigent, “papes et empereurs.”
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one thus encounters at lilibeo the activities of the praetor’s loci servator, 
whose responsibility it was to give a ruling, along with the bishop of the 
city, regarding the wrongdoing of a certain Boniface.71 however, nothing 
expressly indicates that this was also the case in palermo, and the legisla-
tion of Justinian i on several occasions condemned governors for inter-
fering in the administration of cities in the guise of appointing such loci 
servatores.72 it is nonetheless remarkable that the pope, who was always 
very mindful of legality, felt no need here to offer any further comment.

We know precious little about the upper echelons of the administra-
tion, and in particular about the possible presence of functionaries directly 
representing the central authorities. First of all, we would do well to dis-
count the testimonies advanced in favour of the existence in palermo of 
a magister militum, a high-ranking military official. Whilst it is true that 
the gloriosus maurentius vied with bishop Victor of palermo for the pos-
session of a great estate,73 this high-ranking functionary, chartularius and 
then magister militum responsible for the defence of naples, did not stay 
in palermo and was only associated with the city on this one occasion.74 
We are certainly concerned here with an absentee landowner, and his 
official prerogatives were not exercised in sicily. the same is true of the 
magister militum Zittas, to whom the pope wrote in may 600.75 the offi-
cer in question complained about the refusal of some religiosa loca from 
the region of palermo to acquit themselves of certain obligations of a fis-
cal nature. once again, the pontiff thought to settle the question apud 
electos iudices. this has been viewed as proof of the control exercised by 
the military authorities over the collection of taxes intended to maintain 
the garrisons on the island,76 but this interpretation seems untenable. 

71  Registrum, iii, 49. lellia Cracco ruggini, “la sicilia fra roma e Bisanzio,” in rosario 
romeo, ed., Storia della Sicilia, iii, (naples, 1980), p. 24.

72 Cezary Kunderewicz, “les topotèrètes dans les novelles de Justinien et dans l’Égypte 
byzantine,” Journal of Juristic Papyrology 14 (1962), 33–50.

73 Registrum, iX, 120, dated February–april 599.
74 PCBE, ii, maurentius, pp. 1433–35.
75 Registrum, X, 10.
76 Registrum, X, 10, n. 3; “it was a question of the close control exercised by the Byzan-

tine military authorities over tax-collecting, the returns from which were by and large used 
to maintain the army garrisoned on the island . . .”, as nino tamassia wrote in “la novella 
giustinianea ‘De praetore siciliae,’ studio storico e giuridico,” in Centenario della nascita di 
Michele Amari (palermo, 1910), 1, pp. 304–331, pp. 329–30. see also Cracco ruggini, “storia 
della sicilia,” p. 125 n. 81, who emphasises the fiscal dimension but rejects the notion of 
the army being directly involved in the collection. she nevertheless sees in this affair some 
connection with the financing of the army. the analysis of the letter in andré Guillou, 
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not only would such a practice be wholly extraordinary,77 but recourse to 
iudices electi, essentially responsible for settling local conflicts of a private 
nature,78 is incompatible with the importance assumed by a refusal on the 
part of local religious institutions to honour their fiscal obligations to the 
army even when a functionary of the rank of magister militum was pres-
ent. this interpretation in terms of a private conflict with private founda-
tions more or less integrated79 into the patrimony of the magister militum 
would therefore best explain the implicit reference to a fiscal question. 
Zittas was therefore not a magister militum from palermo powerless to get 
those administered by him to pay their taxes, but an absentee landowner 
trying his hardest not to pay for others.

the information at our disposal for the subsequent period is hardly 
any richer. We know that the city had its own governor, because michael, 
cousin of Balata, exercised the relevant functions. We should very probably 
regard him as the archon of palermo, a functionary whose existence at the 
beginning of the 9th century is demonstrated by a seal which belonged 
to a certain serge or George, archon of palermo.80 palermo thus appears 
to have been the only city in the province of Calabria-sicily to have had 
a governor of its own, a further confirmation of its intrinsic importance. 
Conversely, pinning down the functions covered by this vague title is no 
easy matter. nonetheless, scholars generally agree that, within the impe-
rial administration, the archons of port cities were involved not only 
in administering the town but also in commanding particular units of 

“la sicile byzantine: état des recherches,” Byzantinische Forschungen 5 (1977), pp. 100–101, 
leaves us perplexed.

77 the laws preclude the direct involvement of the armed forces, otherwise than as 
a coercive instrument under instruction from the civil authorities, in the fiscal process. 
see, for example, Constantin Zuckerman, Du village à l’empire. Autour du registre fiscal 
d’Aphroditô (525/526), travaux et mémoires du Centre de recherche d’histoire et de civili-
sation de Byzance, monographies, 16 (paris, 2004), p. 155 and pp. 191–92.

78 of course, the role of the monastic institutions in the provisioning of the military 
units, documented in the papyri, is beyond dispute: Jean Gascou, “p.Fouad 87: les monas-
tères pachômiens et l’État byzantin,” Bulletin de l’Institut français d’archéologie orientale 
76 (1976), 157–184. it was a question of direct payments to those having rights to the fiscal 
resources required in the context of the annona.

79 the private foundations continued to pay their taxes, John p. thomas, Private Reli-
gious Foundations in the Byzantine Empire, Dumbarton oaks studies 24 (Washington DC, 
1987), p. 57, p. 73 and pp. 80–83. there are numerous instances in sicily of properties held 
in common, with, as a consequence, a shared fiscal responsibility.

80 antonino salinas, “sigilli diplomatici italo-greci,” Periodico di numismatica e sfragis-
tica per la storia d’Italia 6 (1874), pp. 96–98 and 216–18, n°28; seal from the museo archeo-
logico paolo orsi, numbered 6889 in the inventory, and the dating derives from my direct 
examination of the item. 
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the navy, even if in certain cases this double responsibility was bound 
to necessitate the concurrent exercise of the functions of archon and of 
droungarios.81 thus, palermo may well have been, along with syracuse, 
the main port of registry of the Byzantine fleet in sicily.

Beyond the lacunae in our knowledge regarding the administration of 
Byzantine palermo, the weakness of the formal civil and military institu-
tions prompts us to suppose that here as elsewhere, on the margins of the 
social power of the aristocracy, the principal structured authority was that 
of the bishop.82

the Urban structures

the attempt to grasp urban realities in palermo under Byzantine domi-
nation is a difficult task.83 in a sense, one can argue that its outer wall 
is at one and the same time a symbol of palermo’s might and a symp-
tom of its relative underdevelopment. it was indeed the walls which 
dictated the choice of the Kings of ravenna to place at palermo one of 
only two Germanic garrisons on the island, the other being at syracuse. 
once again, it is no surprise to find that it was these same two towns that 
Belisarius, when embarking upon the conquest of the peninsula, provided 
with troops.84 the capacity of the city, whose troops had already been 
defeated in open country, to sustain a very long siege before yielding to 
the forces of islam testifies to the good state of repair of the walls even as 
late as the beginning of the 9th century, the latter having perhaps bene-
fited from a programme of fortification agreed by the imperial authorities 
in the middle of the 8th century.85 Unfortunately we lack precise details 
regarding the defensive worth of this wall. We know that the small boats 

81  nicolas oikonomidès, Les listes de préséance byzantines des IXe et Xe siècles, le monde 
Byzantin 4 (paris, 1972), p. 341.

82 Jean Durliat, “Évêque et administration municipale au Viie siècle,” in Claude lepel-
ley, ed., La fin de la cité antique et le début de la cité médiévale de la fin du IIIe siècle à 
l’avènement de Charlemagne (Actes du colloque tenu à l’Université de Paris X-Nanterre, 1–3 
avril 1993) (Bari, 1996), pp. 273–86 and, more specifically in relation to Byzantine italy, Jean 
Durliat, “l’évêque et sa cité en italie byzantine d’après la correspondance de Grégoire le 
Grand,” in L’évêque dans l’histoire de l’Église (Actes de la 7ème rencontre d’histoire religieuse 
tenue à Fontevrault, les 14 et 15 octobre 1983) (angers, 1984), pp. 21–32.

83 rosa maria Bonacasa Carra, “palermo in età imperiale romana. testimonianze 
e monumenti del primo cristianesimo a palermo,” Kokalos 33 (1987), p. 307, as regards 
Giuseppe agnello, Palermo Bizantina (amsterdam, 1969).

84 procopius, History of the Wars, 5.8.1.
85 ibn al-athīr, BAS, it., 1: 363. 
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hoisted up to the tops of the masts of Belisarius’s ships must have swayed 
about ten metres above the sea.86 now, since the difference in height was 
only perceived once the ships were right up against the city walls, the 
latter were not much lower. this point aside, it is as well to stress that 
the walls remained more or less what they had been in the punic period.87 
Furthermore, the distribution of necropolises suggests that palermo was 
not surrounded by suburban quarters,88 and this fact does not argue for 
great prosperity.89 the urban space, flanked by the Kemonia and the 
papireto and extending from the acropolis to the sea, would correspond 
to that of a town that was small in size, perhaps forty or so hectares in 
surface area.90 one can better assess its importance by recalling that cer-
tain eastern kômopoleis, these townships without the rights of a city, were 
far bigger. thus, El Bara, in the syrian limestone massif, covered an area 
almost eight times that of the palermo of late antiquity.91 in sicily itself, 
certain agro-towns of this type seem to have been as large as palermo.92 
We can therefore understand why procopius twice describes the city as 
a simple chôrion.93 Within the city walls certain elements of the ancient 
road system seem to have survived through the Early middle ages, such, 
as very probably, the fine, broad, paved street which, in crossing the whole 
town from east to west, accommodated a market, according to the mus-
lim authors.94

86 the mast of a classical dromon apparently measured some 10.65 metres, pryor, The 
Age of the dromon, p. 244.

87 Wilson, “towns of sicily,” p. 153; oscar Belvedere, “appunti sulla topografia antica di 
panormo,” Kokalos 33 (1987), pp. 290–91.

88 the only exception might concern the remains of an establishment that has come to 
light in this zone, but Wilson, “towns of sicily,” p. 155, reckons that it could just as easily 
be a suburban villa.

89 one will recall that the handsome residences of the Villa Bonnano seem to collapse 
after the 4th century, even though they had been located in the heart of the town (Wilson, 
“towns of sicily,” p. 156). Conversely, Bonacasa Carra, “primo cristianesimo,” p. 323, argues 
for the dynamism of palermo in the late Empire, invoking the evidence of the necropo-
lises, but the confinement of the town within the city walls would seem to have been a 
deciding factor.

90 Wilson, “towns of sicily,” p. 143 n. 177.
91  Cécile morrisson and Jean-pierre sodini, “the sixth-Century Economy,” in angeliki 

laiou, ed., Economic History of Byzantium from the Seventh through the Fifteenth Century, 
Dumbarton oaks studies 39 (Washington DC, 2002), 1, p. 180; for the surface area of the 
sicilian cities see Wilson, “towns of sicily,” p. 143 n. 177.

92 oscar Belvedere, “organizzazione fondiaria e insediamenti nella sicilia di età imperi-
ale,” Corso di cultura sull’Arte Ravennate e Bizantina 43 (1997), pp. 33–60, pp. 44–45.

93 procopius, History of the Wars, 5.5.12 and 13.
94 Wilson, “towns of sicily,” p. 155; Belvedere, “topografia antica,” p. 293.
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aside from the above, what we know of the urban structures of palermo 
concerns the city’s religious establishments.95 again, this information 
only refers to the turn of the 6th and 7th centuries, when Gregory the 
Great’s correspondence offers us a certain number of insights into pal-
ermitan life. the pope’s interest in the city certainly stemmed in large 
part from the fact of his having himself founded three monasteries there.96 
they have been identified with the monasteries of saint hermes,97 of the 
Praetoritanum,98 and of saint hadrian.99 to these foundations at least 
five suburban monasteries—saint theodore,100 saint-maxim-and-saint-
agatha, detached in 598 from saint hermes,101 and the nunnery of saint-
martin102—were added. Conversely, the oratory of saint agnes would 
seem not to have had any income of its own, and no doubt depended 
upon another foundation.103

the monasteries were in any case not the only pious foundations to 
which the charity of landed aristocrats in palermo could give rise. thus, 
in october 598, the defensor Fantin was charged by the pope with oversee-
ing, out of the inheritance of the vir illustris isidore, the foundation of a 
xenon, that is, a sort of hostelry serving to welcome travellers.104 a second 

95 Bonacasa Carra, “primo cristianesimo,” p. 309, traces the first mention of a Church 
of palermo to as far back as the pontificate of leo i. the necropolises indicate that the new 
religion was not in fact widely diffused prior to the 4th century.

96 From a total of six sicilian foundations, on this point see richards, Consul of God, 
p. 32.

97 Italia Pontificia X. Calabria-Insulae, ed. paul Fridolin Kehr (Berlin, 1975), pp. 236–38. 
the pope describes this establishment as monasterii mei: Registrum, V, 4. there is no cast-
iron evidence linking it to the present-day site of san Giovanni degli Eremiti, lynn t. 
White, Latin Monasticism in Norman Sicily (Cambridge, 1938), pp. 123–30. this monastery 
did in fact have a double structure, and its suburban house, dedicated to saint maxim and 
saint agatha, obtained its independence in october 598, see below.

98 Italia Pontificia X, pp. 239–41. the monastery would seem still to have been under 
construction during summer 592 when Gregory the Great reproached the rector peter for 
this delay in the works, Registrum, ii, 50.

99 Italia Pontificia X, p. 241.
100 Italia Pontificia X, pp. 235–36.
101  this latter is situated six miles from the town, Italia Pontificia X, pp. 238–239. We 

find for this establishment the formula monasterii mei: Registrum, iX, 20. Furthermore, it 
is possible that this suburban monastery had been given to another Church on the south 
coast, the see of triocala. Bishop peter in fact laid claim to forty solidi still deposited at 
saint hermes, from which saint-maxim-and-saint-agatha had recently been detached. 
peter also transferred certain monks elsewhere (Registrum, iX, 21).

102 Italia Pontificia X, pp. 241–242. We can in no way be certain that the monastery built 
in 1347 is to be identified as the direct successor of the foundation mentioned by Gregory 
the Great.

103 Registrum, ii, 50.
104 Registrum, iX, 35.
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institution of this type, dedicated to saint theodore,105 received the prop-
erties of its former administrator, Bacauda, but nothing is known about 
the donor.106 the bishopric itself had at its disposal at least one xenon, of 
sufficient importance that the deacon who assumed responsibility for it 
could subsequently have had his eye on the episcopate. Furthermore, the 
Life of Saint Gregory of Agrigento mentions a palermitan property of the 
bishop of agrigento: the episkopeion of saint George which was called 
the Libertinon.107 this “pied-à-terre” probably also served as a xenon wel-
coming the dependants of the agrigentan Church who came to palermo, 
and perhaps others also. the building’s second name refers a priori to the 
legendary figure of a bishop of agrigento who was saint peter’s contem-
porary, and who was mentioned in the Passio of Pellegrinus of Agrigento.108 
no doubt the simplest hypothesis is that this property had something to 
do with an incumbent of the see of agrigento, who named it after the 
founder of his Church, and who later bequeathed it to his see. however, 
one cannot rule out the possibility of this xenon being identified with the 
church of saint George ad Sedem, whose poverty Gregory the Great sought 
to remedy by reattaching it to the monastery of Praetoritanum.109 if this 
was indeed the case, the xenon would subsequently have entered into the 
patrimony of the Church of agrigento, through, for example, a procedure 
of commutation.

Finally, we should mention the foundations of this type which belonged 
to the Jewish community, and which seem to have been fairly numer-
ous. they were answerable to the synagogues (of which there therefore 
existed more than one in the city), sometimes even adjoining them, and 
they were endowed with gardens.110

105 some doubt remains as to the identification of the xenon which Bacauda set up as 
legatee of his goods, but this question arises in a letter dedicated to the problems of the 
monastery of saint martin, located within the territory of palermo (Registrum, i, 9). it is 
therefore very likely that Bacauda worked on behalf of the hospice of this name, founded 
by a certain peter. one should distinguish this foundation from the homonym which, cited 
in a letter of June–July (Registrum, iX, 171) addressed to the person responsible for the 
eastern section of the patrimonium of rome, cannot be located in palermo.

106 Registrum, i, 9, dated october 590.
107 Leontios presbyteros von Rom, Das Leben des heiligen Gregorios von Agrigent, ed. 

alfred Berger (Berlin, 1994), 47, p. 202, ll. 12–14.
108 Passion de saint Pellegrinus d’Agrigente, p. 246, ll. 57–61. 
109 Registrum, iX, 7.
110 Registrum, iX, 38, in october 598, a complaint was submitted to Gregory the Great 

on the part of the Jewish community of palermo, denouncing the wrongful seizures per-
petrated by bishop Victor of palermo, who had consecrated for christian worship the syna-
gogas in civitate Panormitana positas cum hospitiis suis.
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if the number of pious foundations located on palermitan territory, 
within and without the city walls, is impressive, we know on the other 
hand relatively little about the high-flying aristocrats based in the city and 
liable to have endowed them. Gregory the Great’s correspondence in fact 
mentions at most five persons of any prominence.111 let us begin by list-
ing individuals who were noteworthy for their wealth but who did not 
belong to the senatorial class. thus, praeiecta confirmed the act through 
which she gave two massae and a house located in palermo to the Church 
of rome, while reserving a part of what was produced there for herself.112 
adeodatus, for his part, would seem to have been a notable of the city 
since, upon embracing the monastic life, he got rid of his property, which 
included slaves, houses and gardens within the city and a more or less 
important share of three fundi.113 only three living individuals were there-
fore senators: the vir clarissimus Boniface, excommunicated by his own 
bishop,114 the vir illustris John115 and, above all, the patrician Venantius, 
whom the pope addressed using the formula excellentia vestra.116 he even 
aspired in 591–92 to the honorary consulship, requesting the pope’s back-
ing to this effect, and was ready to disburse 130 pounds of gold in order to 
fulfil this ambition.117 he should probably be identified with a descendant 
of Fl. rufius Venantius opilio, patrician and praetorian prefect, a man 
who was active at the beginning of the 6th century and who took on the 
consulate in 524.118 he clearly appears to have been the only genuinely 
high-flying aristocrat and, consequently, the pontiff ’s main interlocutor, 
notably under the episcopate of the unworthy bishop Victor and during 
the succession to the latter.119

111  Discounting the absentee landowners and the individuals mentioned posthumously. 
112 Registrum, iX, 39, dated october 598; PCBE, ii, praeiecta, pp. 1813–14.
113 Registrum, Xiii, 3, dated september 602; PCBE, ii, adeodatus 21, pp. 26–27. his having 

entered a monastery does not definitively rule out membership of the senate, since the 
pope only refers to him as servus Dei.

114 Registrum, iii, 27. PCBE, ii, Bonifatius 32, pp. 339–40.
115 Registrum, iX, 14.
116 PCBE, ii, Venantius 7, pp. 2257–58. this figure should be distinguished from the 

patrician homonym from syracuse. 
117 PCBE, ii, Venantius 7, p. 2257; PLRE, iii, Venantius 3 and 4, pp. 1368–69. the affair is 

addressed in Registrum, ii, 36. Venantius offers 30 pounds of gold to the treasury, when the 
asking price is 100 pounds. i therefore follow laniado, Notables municipaux, p. 163 n. 312, 
who regards the 30 pounds of gold mentioned in the letter as an overbid. Conversely, i take 
my distance from him when he then identifies Venantius with a simple vir clarissimus.

118 PCBE, ii, opilio 4, pp. 1557–58.
119 PCBE, ii, Victor 16, pp. 2282–84.
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the aristocracy of palermo, with just one exception, therefore does not 
appear to have been particularly outstanding at the end of the 6th century, 
by contrast with the rest of the island. in fact, the majority of senators 
lived in towns on the east coast. if one correlates this fact with the abun-
dance of religious foundations, one might well wonder whether the two 
phenomena are not linked, with the proliferation of pious houses reflect-
ing the decline of the traditional elites or the importance of absentee 
landowners concerned to protect their properties by consecrating them 
to God. Gregory the Great’s foundations do moreover fit neatly within 
this same framework, and mention might also be made of the two great 
roman hospitals of the Valerii and of the Anicii which were endowed on 
the territory of palermo. Finally, the growth of roman properties in the 
region of palermo seems to have been particularly rapid since the paler-
mitan patrimony became autonomous at the end of the 6th century, a 
development which would best be accounted for in terms of a prolifera-
tion of donations linked to the decline of the aristocracy residing in the 
city. Conversely, all of this might also be explained by the reinforcement 
of the power of the bishop of palermo in the course of the 6th to 7th cen-
turies, with the disappearance of the senatorial class placing ever more 
pious houses in a relation of direct dependence upon them.

the Economy of Byzantine palermo

palermo’s economy was based upon the complementarity between its rich 
agricultural hinterland and the excellent port evoked by the very name of 
the city. We should once again recall that this trump card would seem to 
have legitimised the interest taken in the city by the severian Dynasty, 
who were concerned to guarantee the security and vitality of relations 
between africa and rome.120 the decision probably taken by the imperial 
authorities to make palermo one of the principal bases of the sicilian navy 
was for this selfsame reason.

the importance of the port of palermo would certainly account for the 
large number of hostelries in the city, and more particularly i would stress 
that two of the great pious institutions of early medieval rome appear 
to have been possessionated, or to have had at any rate some interests, 
in palermitan territory. in relation to the activities of rome’s palermitan 

120 Giardina, “Quadro storico,” p. 239.
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patrimony, Gregory the Great evokes both the xenodochion of the Valerii121 
and that of the Anicii.122 the sites occupied by these institutions in the 
Eternal City123 contain the richest oriental ceramic materials to have come 
to light, which raises the question of a possible role of sicilian estates in 
supplying rome with products of this type.124 Finally, we should recall the 
concern of the bishops of agrigento to maintain a “pied-à-terre” in this 
important relay-station.

Furthermore, the port’s activity was reflected in the presence of various 
communities of oriental merchants in palermo in the 6th and 7th centuries. 
We have seen that the city’s synagogues were endowed with hostelries, and 
the complaint of the Jews of palermo was transmitted to the pope by their 
roman co-religionists, with whom, therefore, they were in contact. these 
houses doubtless received foreign Jews whose passage through palermo 
would best be explained in terms of commercial interests.125 Gregory the 
Great also evokes the figure of the Jewish merchant nostamnus.126 the 
latter was in conflict with an agent of the Church of rome who refused 
to hand over to him an acknowledgement of debts, when he had already 
reimbursed his creditors by selling his possessions, foremost among them 
his ship.127 We learn on this occasion that the functionaries of the Church 
of rome based in palermo were involved commercially with Jewish mer-
chant ship-owners. the defensor brought into line by the pope appears 
within a “cartel” of creditors who had backed nostamnus financially, an 

121  Lexicon Topographicum Urbis Romae, ed. Eva margareta steinby (rome, 2000), V, 
p. 217. Registrum, iX, 67; iX, 83. the foundation’s palermitan properties could be accounted 
for by the incorporation into the patrimony of the Valerii of the properties of the Maesii, 
an important family from western sicily. indeed, a sarcophagus attests the unions which 
existed between the two gentes: Bivona, “panormo romana,” p. 267 and livia Bivona, “note 
sulla gens Maesia nella sicilia occidentale,” in Philias Charin, Miscellanea di studi classici in 
onore di E. Manni (rome, 1980), ii, pp. 233–42.

122 We should recall that Gregory the Great was frequently put into contact with this 
family. 

123 the Celio for the first, the zone of the celebrated Crypta Balbi for the second.
124 For the Celio, Francesco pacetti, “Celio. Basilica hilariana: scavi 1987–1989,” in lidia 

paroli and laura Vendittelli, eds., Roma dall’antichità al medioevo II, contesti tardoantichi 
e altomedievali (rome, 2004), pp. 439–40 and table 4; in the same volume Germana Vatta 
and tommaso Bertoldi, “Celio. Basilica hilariana: scavi 1997,” p. 458; for the Crypta Balbi, 
see lucia saguì, “il deposito della Crypta Balbi: un testimonianza imprevedibile sulla roma 
del Vii secolo?”, in lucia saguì, ed., La ceramica in Italia, pp. 305–330.

125 on the Jewish institutions of this type, see Bernadette J. Brooten, “Women leaders 
in the ancient synagogue,” Brown Judaic Studies 36 (1982), p. 143.

126 We cannot be certain that the affair evoked unfolded in palermo, but the fact that it 
was the only major port in this zone of sicily lends weight to this hypothesis. 

127 Registrum, iX, 40.
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important piece of information since ecclesiastics do not legally have the 
right to lend at interest, a position reaffirmed by the Council fathers at 
the Quinsext Council (691–92).128 he in fact intervenes as administrator 
of the ecclesiastical fortune and not in a personal capacity.129

the possible influence of the oriental communities over sicilian finan-
cial practices calls to mind a second merchant, the syrian Cosmas. he 
had contracted in negotio a series of debts which threatened not only his 
goods but even his liberty and that of his children, and this despite the 
existing legislation.130 the sums involved were as much as one hundred 
and fifty solidi, or a little more than two pounds of gold. nonetheless, the 
pope decided to settle the affair with sixty solidi deducted from Church 
revenues, even recommending that some of this sum be set aside and the 
balance paid to Cosmas, who was henceforth propertyless and obliged to 
work in order to ensure his own subsistence. although his commercial 
activities seem to have been on a significant scale (the pope contacted 
on his behalf those responsible for the two sections, eastern and western, 
of his sicilian patrimonies),131 Cosmas, like the Jew nostamnus, did not 
have an important patrimony at his disposal, and unsuccessful business 
affairs had brought him economically to his knees. Finally, the pontiff ’s 
intervention on behalf of Cosmas calls to mind another sicilian negotia-
tor, liberatus. this latter, who resided on lands belonging to rome, had 
been incorporated at his own request into the ecclesiastical familia.132 it 
is therefore probable that Cosmas availed himself of similar ties in order 
to obtain pontifical intervention. one surmises that these agents played 
some role in the commercialisation of the agricultural surplus from 
the patrimonies, following a model all too familiar in the early middle 

128 angeliki laiou, “God and mammon: Credit, trade, profit and the Canonist,” in Τὸ 
Βυζάντιο κατὰ τὸν 12ο αἰώνα. Κανονικὸ δίκαιο, κράτος καὶ κοινωνία, ed. nicolas oikonomidès, 
Ἑταιρεία Βυζαντινῶν καί Μεταβυζαντινῶν Μελετῶν. Διπτύχων Παράφυλλα 3 (athens, 1991), 
pp. 261–300, in particular pp. 297–300; also angeliki laiou, “the Church, Economic 
thought and Economic practice,” in The Christian East. Its Institutions and its Thought. A 
Critical Reflection, Papers of the International Scholarly Congress for the 75th Anniversary 
of the Pontifical Oriental Institute (Rome, 30 Mai–5 Juin 1993), ed. robert F. taft, Orientalia 
Christiana Analecta 251 (rome, 1996), pp. 439–53.

129 léontios de néapolis, Vie de Syméon le Fou et Vie de Jean de Chypre, eds. andré Jean 
Festugière and lennart rudén, Bibliothèque archéologique et historique de l’institut fran-
çais d’archéologie de Beyrouth 95, (paris, 1974), pp. 452–53 (henceforth Vie de saint Jean 
l’aumônier).

130 Corpus iuris civilis. iii. Novellae, ed. rudolf schoell, 13th ed. (hildesheim, 1993), 
Novelle, 134, 7.

131  Registrum, iii, 55, July 593 and iV, 43, august 594.
132 Registrum, i, 42.
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ages,133 their activities enabling the clergy to avoid any direct involve-
ment themselves.134

the most famous of the easterners in palermo, however, was the lina-
tarius alexandrinus peter.135 Known by the handsome funeral inscription 
commemorating his death in 602, his activity in the textiles sector can be 
linked to several other documents establishing the undeniable continuity  
of this activity. thus, a funeral inscription from the region of sofiana  
dating from the 4th century mentions Ἰούδας σαβανᾶς, a term that refers to 
the making of σάβανον, that is, of good quality linen garments.136 indeed, 
those serving in the imperial Bedchamber (cubiculum) could call upon a 
functionary responsible for overseeing such garments, who was known as 
the a sabanis.137 now, a seal from the manganaro collection does indeed 
attest to the activity of this same functionary in sicily during the 8th 
century. his titles, hypatos and spatharocandidatus, prove him to have 
beeen a prominent figure within the provincial administration.138 this 
little sigillographic monument is an important relay-station between the 
inscription from sofiana and the documents from the Cairo Geniza, which 
attests the significance of the sicilian imports of Egyptian linen supplying 
the island’s textile industry.139

But what precisely was peter’s relationship with sicily? Was he an 
Egyptian merchant in transit, who had died when travelling on business, 
or an easterner who had settled in sicily? Both hypotheses are a priori 
plausible: the island’s links with Egypt are well attested at this period,140 

133 michael mcCormick, Origins of the European Economy. Communications and Com-
merce, A. D. 300–900 (Cambridge, 2001), p. 11.

134 in the 7th century the eastern clergy indulged in trade, if credence is given to the 
case of the nauclere priest of Yassi ada (Frederick van Doorninck, jr., “Byzantine ship-
wrecks,” in angeliki laiou, ed., Economic History of Byzantium, p. 901) and in the 8th cen-
tury John of Jerusalem stigmatised the involvement of bishops in commercial activities 
(angeliki laiou, “Exchange and trade, seventh-twelfth Centuries,” ibid., p. 706).

135 Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum, X, 7330 = livia Bivona, Iscrizioni latine lapidarie del 
museo di Palermo,(palermo, 1970) (Sikelika, 5), p. 54 n. 37. 

136 Jaime Curbera, “Σαβανᾶς and Ἐσταμινιᾶς. New nouns in -ᾶς,” Zeitschrift für Papyrologie 
und Epigraphik 108 (1995), pp. 101–102.

137 Jean-Claude Cheynet, “sceaux byzantins du musée de seldjuk,” Revue numismatique 
41 (1999), p. 7.

138 manganaro, “sigilli diplomatici,” 27.
139 solomon D. Goitein, “sicily and southern italy in the Cairo Geniza documents,” 

Archivio Storico per la Sicilia Orientale 67 (1971), p. 11 and 14.
140 thus Gregory the Great used the siculo-Calabrian patrimonies to furnish the patri-

arch of alexandria with timber for construction: Registrum, Xiii, 43, also Registrum, Vi, 61, 
Vii, 31, iX, 176, X, 14. the Vie de saint Jean l’Aumônier mentions imports of sicilian wheat 
into Egypt at the beginning of the 7th century (Vie de saint Jean l’aumônier, Xi, l. 74–77, 
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but we also know of numerous easterners who had settled once and for 
all. i am obviously thinking first and foremost of the childhood friend of 
procopius encountered when disembarking with Belisarius, and who was 
plying his trade between sicily and africa.141 however, the palaeochristian 
epitaphs from syracuse also furnish instances of four, and very probably 
five, syrians, of two phoenicians, of one person from Constantinople, and 
of two, and maybe three, individuals from asia minor (lycia, Ephesus, 
perhaps Cappodocia).142 in Catania, inscriptions preserve the memory of 
a citizen of nicomedia.143 Finally, we should not forget pope sergius, who 
was born in sicily of a syrian father from antioch.144

Faced with these two conflicting hypotheses, the quality of the inscrip-
tion, and the language used, would seem to be the deciding factors. it is 
in fact hard to envisage this inscription having been funded by those who 
were simply local collaborators of the deceased peter, concerned to hon-
our the memory of a foreign trading partner who had died in their midst. 
the choice of latin suggests that this latter was very well integrated into 
a society which seems to have been distinctly less hellenized than that of 
eastern sicily.145 With the Conca d’oro also providing perfect conditions 

p. 359; trans. pp. 459–60). Various archaeological signs point in the same direction: three 
coins struck in alexandria are preserved at messina, one at acireale, two at Enna and one 
at Cefalù; Egyptian amphorae lr 7 or Egloff 172 have been found at Kaukana and Capo 
mulini: paola pelagatti, “Kaukana: dalle escursione di paolo orsi agli scavi degli anni’60,” 
in paola pelagatti and Giovanni Di stefano, eds., Kaukana, il chorion bizantino (palermo, 
1999), pp. 9–19; Edoardo tortorici, “Contributi per una carta archeologica subacquea della 
costa di Catania,” in Archeologia Subacquea. Studi, ricerche e documenti, 3, (rome, 2002), 
pp. 275–334, pp. 292–301; finally, some ampoullae of saint menas have come to light in 
sicily, anna maria marchese, “tre ampolle di s. mena a siracusa,” Quaderni dell’Istituto di 
Archeologia della Facoltà di Lettere e Filosofia della Università di Messina 7 (1992), 61–64.

141  procopius, History of the Wars, iii, 14, 7–8, pp. 126–128.
142 anna avramea, “mort loin de la patrie. l’apport des inscriptions paléochrétiennes,” 

in Guglielmo Cavallo and Cyril mango, eds., Epigrafia Medievale Greca e Latina. Ideologia e 
Funzione (Atti del seminario di Erice, 12–18 settembre 1991) (spoleto, 1995), pp. 58–59, n° 369–
372 and probably n° 376, attest some syrians; n° 373, a phoenician, n° 374, a Constanti-
nopolitan, n° 375, an Ephesian, n° 377, a lycian; i would further add IG, XiV, 117, which 
mentions a citizen of makra Kômè, near sidon, according to the correction proposed by 
Denis Feissel, “remarques de toponymie syrienne d’après des inscriptions grecques chré-
tiennes trouvées hors de syrie,” Syria 59 (1982), 319–341, pp. 340–41. the author likewise 
proposes that the anonymous tripolitan of Supplementum Epigraphicum Graecum, iV, 6 be 
transferred to phoenicia, but the catacombs have also delivered up a trace of a merchant 
from leptis magna, while some sicilian lamps have been found in libya. 

143 avramea, “mort loin de la patrie,” p. 60, n° 381. 
144 Liber Pontificalis, ed. louis Duchesne, 2 vols. (paris, 1886–1892), 86.1.
145 see the epigraphic evidence: livia Bivona, Iscrizioni latine lapidarie del museo di 

Palermo, sikelika, 5 (palermo, 1970), n° 9–40; maria teresa manni piraino, Iscrizioni greche 
lapidarie del museo di Palermo, palermo, 1972 (Sikelika, 6), n° 33. on the importance of 



 palermo in the eastern roman empire 35

for the cultivation of flax,146 it is hardly likely that peter was a merchant 
in transit, and i would prefer to see him as an artisan of high social status, 
permanently settled in palermo. to conclude, i would cite two toponyms 
identifying landed estates in palermitan territory which do indeed seem 
to refer to the activities of fullers, namely, the Church’s fundus Fulloniacus147 
and, at a stretch, the monk adeodatus’s fondus Folloniaca et Alisa.148

another product transiting through the port was probably wine, since 
its marketing unleashed a conflict between the bishop of palermo and its 
clergy. indeed, Gregory the Great had to enjoin a newly elected bishop 
of palermo to respect the agreement reached with his clergy, an agree-
ment guaranteeing the latter the option of buying the wine produced on 
the bishopric’s land.149 We here catch a glimpse of what was the main 
source of activity at the port of palermo, namely, the export of what was 
produced on the great estates in its hinterland. indeed, we know of at 
least five such landed estates through the register of the letters of Gregory 
the Great and the Liber pontificalis.150 now, these sicilian estates were on 
average distinctly larger than elsewhere in italy, and their average income 
nearly three times higher.151 Furthermore, since the early Empire there had 
existed in the region of palermo a cluster of imperial properties152 which 
constituted perhaps all or part of the massa Taurana given by Constantine 
the Great to the Church of rome, and which is at the origin of the pontiffs’  
palermitan patrimony.153 the fact of its having become an autonomous 
administrative entity by separating off at the end of the 6th century from 
the one administered from syracuse likewise attests to its growth, as we 
have already emphasised.154

peter’s epitaph as regards the linguistic situation, Vera von Falkenhausen, “Chiesa greca 
e chiesa latina in sicilia prima della conquista arabe,” Archivio Storico Siracusano n.s. 5 
(1978–79), p. 144 and lastly Kalle Korhonen, “Greek and latin in the urban and rural epig-
raphy of Byzantine sicily,” Acta Byzantina Fennica n.s. 3 (2009–2010), 116–35.

146 this latter requires a great deal of humidity, and in this regard we should note that 
the papyrus was itself cultivated in this zone in the 10th century, BAS it., 1: 21. 

147 Registrum, i, 9, dated october 590.
148 Registrum, Xiii, 3, l. 8–9.
149 Registrum, Xiii, 45, dated July 603.
150 Liber Pontificalis, 33, 37, Registrum, iX, 23; iX, 119; iX, 128.
151  Domenico Vera, “Massa fundorum. Forme della grande proprietà e poteri della città 

in italia fra Costantino e Gregorio magno,” MEFRA 111–2 (1999), pp. 999–1000. 
152 Dorothy J. Crawford, “imperial Estates,” in moses i. Finley, ed., Studies in Roman 

Imperial Property (Cambridge, 1976), p. 69; Bivona, “panormo romana,” pp. 261–64.
153 Liber Pontificalis, 33, 37.
154 the effects of this reform are first perceptible in Registrum, ii, 50, l. 39.
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the role played by the ecclesiastical, and notably the pontifical, pat-
rimonies in the activities of the port of palermo allows us to advance 
new explanations for an apparent paradox which has recently been high-
lighted. the discovery of a particular type of amphora has in fact brought 
out dynamic trading relationships between the region of palermo and the 
tyrrhenian coast, notably Campania, until a relatively late date.155 the 
reader will recall in this regard the mention in Gregory the Great’s letters 
of a negotiator plying between palermo and misena,156 and the case of 
Cicerio, a slave of this Church who took refuge in the monastery in sicily.157 
however, alessia rovelli has emphasised, and with good cause, that such 
trading relationships are not borne out by what we know of monetary 
circulation.158 indeed, her careful study of finds in the city of naples 
reveals the absence of monetary links between sicily and Campania in 
this same period. now, the same admission would apply in the case of 
rome, despite the importance of the papacy’s sicilian patrimonies.159 the 
best explanation we can give for this paradox would be that the main part 
of the traffic attested by these amphoras corresponded to exchanges of a 
demesnial type, that is, to transfers of rents in kind.

the articulation between a hinterland rich in great estates and a port 
of the first importance therefore served to guarantee for a long time the 
city’s relative prosperity, in a context in which its potential rivals from the 
north-west were fading from view. this conclusion prompts us to consider 
in a new light the Descriptio totius Mundi, which is an abridged version 
of the famous Expositio totius mundi et gentium.160 this text, the work 
of a certain Iunior philosophus, unknown elsewhere, mentions in sicily: 
Inter ceteras vero tres habet splendidas civitates, Syracusam, Palermum 

155 Fabiola ardizzone, “rapporti commerciali tra la sicilia occidentale ed il tirreno 
centro-meridionale nell’Viii secolo alla luce del rinvenimento di alcuni contenitori da 
trasporto,” in Gian pierro Brogiolo, ed., II Congresso Nazionale di Archeologia Medievale 
(Brescia, settembre–ottobre 2000) (Florence, 2000), pp. 402–408.

156 Registrum, iX, 145.
157 Registrum, V, 28.
158 alessia rovelli, “naples, ville et atelier monétaire de l’Empire byzantin. l’apport des 

fouilles archéologiques récentes (vie–ixe siècle),” in Mélanges Cécile Morrisson, travaux et 
mémoires du Centre d’histoire et de civilisation de Byzance 16 (paris, 2011), pp. 708–709.

159 see Ermanno arslan and Cécile morrisson, “monete e moneta a roma nell’alto 
medioevo, roma fra oriente e occidente,” settimane di studio del Centro italiano di studi 
sull’alto medioevo 49 (spoleto, 2002), 1255–1302 and Vivien prigent, “les empereurs isau-
riens et la confiscation des patrimoines pontificaux d’italie du sud,” MEFRM 116–2 (2004), 
557–94. 

160 on this text, see Umberto livadiotti and marco Di Branco, Anonimo del IV secolo, 
Descrizione del mondo e delle sue genti (rome, 2005).
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et Catinam.161 When we compare it to the earlier text, the Expositio, we 
thus find palermo appearing between syracuse and Catania. We do not 
know precisely when this text was composed, but the author’s adoption 
of the arabic form of the city’s name suggests a fairly late date. We could 
nonetheless have to do with a subsequent deformation of the compo-
sition, but if so it is one that had already featured in the archetype of 
the three manuscripts of the same origin that have transmitted the text 
to us.162 this work thus bears witness to the development of palermo 
prior to the islamic conquest, and the image we derive from the Regis-
trum can well bear this out. however, although we are not able to pro-
vide any concrete illustration of the phenomenon, the odds are strongly 
in favour of palermo’s prosperity showing the effects at the beginning of 
the 8th century of the fall of africa and of the consequent decline of trad-
ing relations along the rome-Carthage axis to which the city’s economy 
was naturally connected.163 the economic weakness of the sicilian west in 
relation to the eastern regions clearly emerges from the study of monetary 
circulation, finds being very rare indeed in the regions of the west.164

the development of palermo during the three centuries or so in which 
it came under the domination of the Byzantine Empire was thus fairly 
marked. paradoxically, its initial dynamism was due to its weak growth 
during the last centuries of roman antiquity. palermo was then a city of 
limited size and consequently one whose security could still rely on its 
old circuit wall of punic origin. this trump card was doubtless of crucial 
importance in the development which led to its becoming the dominant 
urban pole in a sicilian north-west characterised by the decadence of 
many of the former cities, in the context of the fall of the roman Empire 
in the west. Being an outlet for a rich territory in which great public, 
ecclesiastical and aristocratic estates must have existed in large numbers, 
the port of palermo assumed a prominent economic role in this period, 
during which various easterners, Jewish, syrian and Egyptian, settled in 

161  Cited by andrea Giardina, “palermo in età imperiale romana. Conclusioni: panormo 
e le splendidae civitates di sicilia,” Kokalos 33 (1987), p. 336.

162 ibid., pp. 335–37.
163 the crisis suffered by this commercial axis clearly transpires from a comparison of 

the ceramic material from the two desposits explored in the Crypta Balbi.
164 For an account of monetary circulation in this area, see Daniele Castrizio, “la circo-

lazione monetale nella sicilia romea,” in annliese nef and Vivien prigent, eds., La Sicile de 
Byzance à l’Islam (paris, 2010), pp. 77–94 and Vivien prigent, “la circulation monétaire en 
sicile (vie–viie siècle),” in Enrico Zanini, ed., The Insular System in the Byzantine Mediter-
ranean, nicosia 2007, forthcoming in the British archaeological reports.
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the city. its economic responsibilities even survived the rapid disappear-
ance of the traditional elites and the civic magistracies, which yielded to 
an authority reconstituted around the person of a bishop whose duties 
were far-reaching indeed, both functionally and geographically. the city’s 
importance was then discernible also in the authorities’ decision to make 
it the anchorage point of Constantinople’s power in the west of the island. 
the involvement of the city’s troops in the unrest which culminated in 
the aghlabid invasion simply reflects this undermining of the privileged 
status of the palermo of the 6th to 7th centuries, in the context of the 
new economic difficulties experienced by the island, in the course of the 
8th century. paradoxically, the conquest, by bringing new political elites 
to palermo, and by restoring close economic ties with africa, guaranteed 
the old city a new era of prosperity.



IslamIc Palermo and the dār al-islām:  
PolItIcs, socIety and the economy  

(from the mId-9th to the mId-11th century)

annliese nef

Palermo was conquered in 8311 by Ifrīqiyan troops summoned to the 
island by the rebel euphemios, a sicilian tourmach who, when threatened 
with punishment, usurped the imperial function2 and, in 827, solicited the 
backing of the aghlabids. It may have taken only four years to seize con-
trol of the city, but the difficulty is deciding exactly when it became the 
capital of sicily and the seat of an emirate. Indeed, the available sources3 
are late and predicated on the assumption that, no sooner had Palermo 
been conquered by the arabo-muslim troops than it was considered to 
be the island’s capital and sicily itself an emirate. We are faced here with 
an a posteriori proof of the city and the island’s successful integration into 
the Islamic world, and of the fact that Palermo was one of the impor-
tant capitals of the dār al-islām from the 10th century onwards. While the 

1  see, for example, Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 272 et Bas it., 1: 368–369.
2 Vivien Prigent, “la carrière du tourmarque euphèmios, basileus des romains,” in 

andré Jacob, Jean-marie martin and Ghislaine noyé, eds., Histoire et culture dans l’italie 
byzantine, collection de l’École française de rome, 363 (rome, 2006), pp. 279–317 and Id., 
“Pour en finir avec euphèmios, basileus des romains,” mEFrm 118/2 (2006), 375–380.

3 the most important chronicle so far as Islamic sicily is concerned is the Kāmil of Ibn 
al-athīr (1160–1233), used by all subsequent authors, without exception: Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb 
al-kāmil, ed. carl J. tornberg, (leiden, 1851–1876). among the three later historians of par-
ticular relevance to our topic there are two maghrebians, namely, Ibn ʿIdhārī (second half 
of the 13th—beginning of the 14th century), whose Bayān recounts, among other things, the 
history of Ifrīqiya between 640 and 1205: and the famous Ibn Khaldūn (1332–1406), author 
of the Kitāb al-ʿibar, which contains a history of the mashreq and one of the maghreb. 
for the former, see Georges séraphin colin and Évariste lévi-Provençal, eds., Histoire de 
l’afrique du Nord et de l’Espagne musulmane intitulée Kitāb al-Bayān (leiden, 1948–51), and 
for the latter Ibn Khaldūn, Kitāb al-ʿibar (cairo, 1867–68). the egyptian al-nuwayrī (1278 
or 1283–1332), was the author of the Nihāyat al-ʿarab (cairo, 1955–85), an encyclopaedic 
work and a source of real value. finally, I should mention the sole source which not only 
is exclusively concerned with sicily but is also the earliest one to survive, the Cambridge 
Chronicle, an anonymous text dating from the 11th century and preserved in two indepen-
dent versions, one Greek and the other arabic, both of which begin in 827, though the 
second breaks off in 964–65. for the arabic version, see Bas, ar., 1: 190–203 and for the 
Greek, die byzantinischen Kleinchroniken, ed. Peter schreiner, 1, Einleitung und Texte, cor-
pus fontium historiae Byzantinae, 12, series Vindobonensis (Vienna, 1975), pp. 326–40.
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geographical sources from the end of that century (Ibn Ḥawqal, who 
visited Palermo around 973, and al-muqaddasī, who completed his geo-
graphical survey in 988) provide abundant proof of these facts, we lack 
historical sources which might enable us to retrace the necessarily gradual 
transformation of the city and the island.4

the fact that Palermo, which had been neither the Byzantine capi-
tal of the island nor a particularly important city, should little by little 
have become the seat of government—and, in the context of a conquest 
that had not been either easy or swift, this development can only have 
been gradual—seems to be due to reasons that were first and foremost 
military.5 the resistance of sicily’s Byzantine capital, syracuse, up until 
878, but also the difficulty of holding a fair number of localities in central 
sicily, enna among them,6 and the island’s general instability in military 
terms up until the end of the 9th century,7 forced the aghlabids to favour 
a base of operations which, whilst not being too far to the west, could not 
be located in a region regarded as somewhat unsure either. the choice of 
Palermo was therefore due to its geographical situation. If the city’s con-
querors set such store by Palermo, its high value certainly had something 
to do with the ease of access from Ifrīqiya, along with the city’s qualities 
as a port. these factors explain why it was that over time the status of 
Palermo evolved.

conquered in 831, the city would only fall into the hands of the haute-
ville in 1072. Between the middle of the 9th century, to persist with a very 

4 sicily must be the only region in which the process was so swift, even though the 
conquest was itself unusually protracted (827–976). the sources never bring out this point, 
and imply that it happened of its own accord. adalgisa de simone, for her part, assumes 
that the transformation of Palermo occurred during the two years following the capture 
of the city, see adalgisa de simone, “Il periodo arabo. Palermo araba,” in rosario la duca, 
ed., storia di Palermo. ii. dal tardo antico all’islam (Palermo, 2000), pp. 78–113, p. 80.

5 Ibn al-athīr’s assertion that, prior to the arabo-muslim siege, Palermo had 70,000 
inhabitants (but after it only 3000!) is open to doubt; Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-kāmil, Bas ar., 
1: 272 and Bas it., 1: 368–69.

6 the other important city in Byzantine sicily, to which a part of the defensive (and 
perhaps also governmental) resources had been transferred in the face of the aghlabid 
advance (Ibn al-athīr describes it as “seat of the king of sicily” (dār al-malik bi-Ṣiqilliyya), 
Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-Kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 279 and Bas it., 1: 379); enna was thus the principal 
target of numerous attacks in the course of the early 830s. the city’s fall in 859 there-
fore caused a great stir, see Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-Kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 279–281 and Bas it., 1: 
379–380.

7 a point I cannot elaborate upon here, for want of space.
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approximate dating,8 and the middle of the 11th century,9 Palermo—in 
arabic Balarm, Bulurm, Bānarm, and other variants of Panormos, but also 
al-madīna (“the town”) or Ṣiqilliyya (“sicily”)10—was also the seat of the 
island’s government. our focus here will be on this period, and we will 
seek to show how the city was gradually integrated into the dār al-islām, 
an integration which proceeded at different rates in different spheres.

the Political Integration of Palermo into the dār al-islām

neither a foundational city nor an ancient capital, the choice of Palermo 
recalls, all else being equal, that of damascus or of cordoba, in other 
words, that of cities built on a modest scale and then transformed by 
their historical destiny.11 Palermo was at first a reflection of Ifrīqiyan and 
aghlabid authority, then later the political centre of sicily following the 
Islamic model of the emirate, and finally one of the most important cities 
in the fatimid empire.

an ifrīqiyan and aghlabid reality

Palermo was not the primary objective of the aghlabid dynasty, which 
had in view a sicily designated in a vague and general fashion in the 
sources. on the other hand, the city rapidly became a base for military 
operations conducted on the island and in southern Italy, until such time 
as complete control over sicily had been won, in 965, when rometta fell, 
and even until 976, when messina was completely conquered. the choice 
of Palermo enabled the aghlabids to keep a distance from the eastern 
half of the island, where Byzantium still maintained its claims and its 
strongholds, without however being too far removed either from the front 
line, so that they could conduct military operations effectively, or from 

8 as things now stand, the earliest known coin minted at Palermo dates from 845 
(see infra). this year may therefore be regarded as the terminus post quem of its change 
in status.

9 here too the precise date of the emirate is not known but must be around 1040, see 
infra.

10 adalgisa de simone, “Palermo nei geografi e viaggiatori arabi del medioevo,” studi 
magrebini 2 (1968), 129–189, pp. 136–138.

11  thierry Bianquis, “damas,” in Jean-claude Garcin, ed., Grandes villes méditerranéennes 
du monde musulman médiéval, collection de l’École française de rome, 269 (rome, 2000), 
pp. 37–55.
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Ifrīqiyan support if it were needed. finally, the city’s fortifications were a 
by no means negligible asset.

the circumstances surrounding the decision-making process which 
ultimately led to the conquest of the island—a process entirely indepen-
dent of the imperial abbassid power, and pertaining rather to a regional 
context characterized by ancient and close links between north-east 
africa and sicily, but also, since the beginnings of the Islamic conquest in 
the region,12 by recurrent raids—account for the eminently Ifrīqiyan and 
aghlabid dimensions of Islamic Palermo’s first century.13 the reinforcing 
of the city’s role over time was an effect of the shift in the centre of grav-
ity of sicily, which, having been a Byzantine province, became a province 
within the Islamic empire, with Kairouan supplanting constantinople as 
the island’s political reference point, though not without resistance on the 
part of the latter.14

the Ifrīqiyan and aghlabid attributes of Palermo were still further 
accentuated by the military operations in sicily, which provided a safety-
valve for recurrent tensions between government and army in Ifrīqiya, 
and by the Ifrīqiyan dynasty’s use of the jihād waged against the rūm-s of 
sicily and of southern Italy to consolidate its own legitimacy.15 finally, the 
emirs sent to Palermo were very closely linked to the aghlabid dynasty 
and more often than not themselves led their armies into battle.16

12 mohamed talbi, l’émirat aghlabide: Histoire politique (Paris, 1966) has produced a 
synoptic account of the arabo-muslim expeditions unleashed upon sicily between 652 
and 827 (pp. 384–409). the sources only refer vaguely to sicily, and do not say specifically 
where the razzias were directed.

13 annliese nef, “comment les aghlabides ont décidé de conquérir la sicile . . .”, annales 
islamologiques 45 (2011), 191–211.

14 Vivien Prigent, “la politique sicilienne de romain Ier lécapène,” in dominique Bar-
thélemy and Jean-claude cheynet, eds., Guerre et société au moyen Âge, Byzance-Occident 
(Viiie–Xiiie siècle), centre de recherche d’histoire et civilisation de Byzance, monographies 
31 (Paris, 2010), pp. 63–84.

15 this applies to all aghlabid operations in sicily, which lasted through the greater 
part of the dynasty’s history (800–909), since they began in 827 and were still under way 
when this latter had gone. the aghlabids were particularly likely to have recourse to this 
ploy when their authority was under threat. see annliese nef, “les instruments de la légiti-
mation politique et la place de légitimité religieuse dans l’Ifrīqiya de la fin du IXe siècle: 
l’exemple d’Ibrāhīm II (875–902),” in annliese nef and Élise Voguet, eds., islam et légiti-
mation du pouvoir dans l’Occident musulman, collection de la casa de Velázquez (madrid, 
2011), pp. 75–91.

16 annliese nef, “les armées arabo-musulmanes en sicile et en Italie du sud (IXe– 
Xe siècles): composition des troupes et silences des sources,” in dominique Barthélemy 
and Jean-claude cheynet, eds., Guerre et société au moyen Âge, op. cit., pp. 85–100.
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Palermo, seat of Government and Centre of Political life

although Palermo in this first period was one of the few cities in sicily 
whose history is documented, and although it was, by virtue of its being 
henceforth the capital, the space in which any political tensions aris-
ing would be perceptible, episodes of this nature were in fact few and 
far between;17 it was in the 10th century that they were most frequently 
encountered. only once, in 900, did the Palermitans assail the agrigen-
tans, who had to ask the Ifrīqiyan authorities to intervene. the causes of 
the conflict between the two cities are none too clear, though they would 
seem to have stemmed from earlier troubles, the precise nature of which 
eludes us. order was, however, restored with the utmost brutality,18 and 
subsequent events, notably the decision of a section of the Palermitan 
elite to take refuge in the Byzantine empire, bore witness to the sicilian 
capital’s opposition to the Ifrīqiyan government.

once it had become the seat of government, Palermo was transformed.19 
thus, a letter by the monk theodosius, brought to Palermo along with 
the other captives seized by the arabo-muslim army after the first fall of 
syracuse, in 878, furnishes some details regarding the city.20 he describes 
Palermo as a densely populated city, which attracted inhabitants from 
the surrounding areas, but also individuals from the whole of the dār 
al-islām, and even beyond.21 theodosius was also struck by the way in 
which Palermo provided a framework for court life. he thus describes a 
ceremony which involved the veiling and unveiling of the emir, seated on 
a throne and hidden behind a curtain.22 the chronicles also mention the 
presence in governing circles of eunuchs and slaves whose political role 
was certainly of great significance,23 as was commonly the case in the 
Islamic courts of the period, the aghlabid court among them. the arrival 
of the syracusans in Palermo, in 878, also highlights the city’s role as a 

17  annliese nef, “la fitna sicilienne: une fitna inachevée?”, médiévales 60 (spring 2011), 
103–115.

18  the Cambridge Chronicle describes a massacre, see Bas ar. 1: 194 and Bas it., 1: 280.
19  regarding the dearth of information on this point, see alessandra Bagnera’s article 

in the present volume.
20 see cristina rognoni, “au pied de la lettre? réflexions à propos du témoignage de 

théodose moine et grammatikos, sur la prise de syracuse en 878,” in annliese nef and 
Vivien Prigent, eds., la sicile de Byzance à l’islam (Paris, 2010), pp. 205–228.

21  Ibid., p. 222.
22 Ibid., p. 221.
23 they were blamed for the assassination of the emir muḥammad b. Ḥafāja, in 870–71; 

see Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 282 et 284 and Bas it., 1: 387 and p. 389.
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theatre for public processions with a political connotation, which prob-
ably followed the central avenue (the simāṭ) running right across the city.24 
although our knowledge of the history of Palermo under the aghlabids 
is fragmentary, half a century after the conquest it would seem to have 
become both a capital and a city of real importance.

Echoes of Upheavals in ifrīqiya: The Coming to Power of the Fatimids

sicily, and Palermo in particular, was an echo chamber for major events 
in Ifrīqiya. the fall of the aghlabid dynasty was therefore bound to have 
repercussions there, all the more so given that the sicilians did not take it 
for granted. even though we lack precise documentation, Palermo would 
seem to have played an important role in the sicilians’ initial rejection of 
fatimid authority, at that time embodied in al-Ḥasan b. aḥmad b. Ibn abī 
Khinzīr, one of the principal members of the Kutāma tribe, ex-governor 
of Kairouan, emir designate of sicily, from 910–11. his replacement met 
with just as much hostility, which led in may 91325 to Ibn Qurhub being 
designated emir of sicily by the local population or in the main, there is 
good reason to suppose, by Palermitans.26 Indeed, it was also in the capi-
tal that the superintendent of the Quint was assassinated, in January 913,27 
an event presaging the breach with the fatimids. conversely, Ibn Qurhub, 
who took up again with the abassids, was less concerned with Palermo 
than with operations against the christians in the eastern part of the 
island, and then against the fatimids. for three years, up until his death in 
916—he was executed by the fatimids—Ibn Qurhub was also in conflict 
with a section of the population that was hostile to him, and, for its part, 
called upon the fatimids to restore order.28 the exact role played by the 
Palermitans in the eventual downfall of Ibn Qurhub is not clear, any more 
than their precise motivations are, but the opposition to the emir did in 
fact extend well beyond the capital. the Palermitans were nonetheless not 
yet prepared to submit to the authority of the fatimids, a fact reflected in 
their opposition to the caliph’s representative sent immediately after the 

24 see alessandra Bagnera’s article in the present volume. see also elena Pezzini’s 
article, in this volume.

25 Chronique de Cambridge, Bas ar., 1: 194 and Bas it., 1: 281.
26 Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-Kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 295–297 and Bas it., 1: 408–410.
27 Chronique de Cambridge, Bas ar., 1: 194 and Bas it., 1: 281.
28 Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-Kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 297 and Bas it., 1: 297.
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rebel emir’s death, and in the punishment inflicted upon them: they were 
subjected to a six months’ siege prior to being granted amān.29

Palermo then returned to the fatimid fold, and there it would remain, 
without interruption, until the end of the 1030s. the mid-930s would 
once again represent an important stage in the city’s development, in 
the urbanistic sense as much as in anything else. taking advantage of the 
agrigrentans’ rebellion against the local representative of the fatimids, 
Palermo rose up against the emir sālim. the revolt was savagely put down 
by Khalīl b. Iṣḥāq, who had been dispatched to the spot by the caliph. 
from 937–38 onwards the latter had a fortified city, the Khāliṣa,30 built 
near to the coast to accommodate the representatives of the fatimids, a 
construction financed in part by taxes levied on the population at large. 
control over the island was regained through an army composed in part 
of Kutāma Berbers and of representatives of the Kalbid family, two groups 
that were loyal supporters of the fatimids.31

It was in fact from the Kalbids that there issued the dynasty that ruled 
Islamic sicily the longest. In power from 947–48 to around 1040, virtu-
ally without interruption, these latter claimed to be of arab descent, a 
claim easier to promote in Palermo—a city whose elites were, as in the 
Ifrīqiyan capital, in large part linked to the jund and likewise claimed 
arab descent—than a Berber origin, such as that of the Kutāma, would 
have been. In this context, the Kalbids could rely upon three advantages, 
namely, their mythical (southern) arab origin, their recent, clearly iden-
tified, maghrebian, and not eastern origin (whereas in the maghreb it 
was the fatimids who were identified as eastern) and their role as pillars 
of the regime.32

the sources are unanimous in crediting the Kalbids with the capacity to 
restore order to a sicily devastated by internal divisions and by a sequence 

29 Chronique de Cambridge, Bas ar., 1: 195 and Bas it., 1: 282.
30 see alessandra Bagnera’s contribution to the present volume for a discussion of the 

material aspects of the Khāliṣa’s construction.
31  on this point, it is worth consulting farhat dachraoui, le califat fatimide au maghreb 

(296–365 H/909–975 J.C.). Histoire politique et institutions (tunis, 1981), michael Brett, The 
rise of the Fatimids. The World of the mediterranean and the middle East in the Tenth Cen-
tury CE (leiden-cologne-Boston, 2001) and sumaiya a. hamdani, Between revolution and 
state. The Path to Fatimid statehood. Qadi al-Nuʿman and the Construction of Fatimid legiti-
macy (london, 2006).

32 In egypt they were identified as “Westerners” (maghāriba). Paul e. Walker, “Kutāma, 
Kalbids and other Westerners: the maghāriba in cairo,” in atti del Convegno ‘i Fatimidi e il 
mediterraneo’, alifbâ 22 (2008) (http://issuu.com/accademialibica/docs/alifbaxii), 45–57.

http://issuu.com/accademialibica/docs/alifbaxii
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of famines, and it is this which no doubt accounts for their longevity.33 
they would seem in the process to have centralized the island’s govern-
ment, thereby enhancing the role of Palermo. In his biography of al-Ḥasan 
b. ʿalī b. abī al-Ḥusayn, considered to be the founder of the Kalbid dynasty 
in sicily, al-maqrīzī in fact specifies: “When he arrived in sicily, al-Ḥasan 
dismissed the ʿummāl (tax-collectors) and concentrated power in his own 
hands and in those of his descendants.”34 It was also under this dynasty 
that sicily passed wholly under the control of the muslims and, as in the 
aghlabid period, jihād seems to have played an important role in legiti-
mizing the fatimids and their local representatives.35

the sicilian elites gradually came to terms with the new authorities. In 
960–61 we thus see Ḥasan, who had ceased to be emir and had handed 
over power to his son aḥmad, bringing the representatives of the sicilian 
(in all likelihood, Palermitan) elites with him to Ifrīqiya in order to initi-
ate them into Ismāʿilism.36 We know that by this means, involving the  
granting of titles such as dāʿī (“preacher,” implicitly belonging to the Ismāʿili 
movement) or dāʿī al-duʿāt (“preacher of preachers”), it became possible to 
integrate the elites and authorities of more or less distant regions into the 
fatimid empire by inserting them into a sort of honorific hierarchy.37

Kalbid and Fatimid Palermo  
(middle of the 10th Century–middle of the 11th Century)

Whilst the history of 10th-century Palermo is undoubtedly better docu-
mented, we are hardly more able to specify the precise limits of the 
Khāliṣa, and the siting of the emiral Palace within it,38 than we were to 
identify the exact position of this latter in the aghlabid period, though 
it probably lay within the old city. the Kalbid epoch would nevertheless 
seem to have been one of prosperity and expansion for the sicilian city. 
Indeed, sicilian poetic production of the 10th and 11th century shows, to 

33 Cambridge Chronicle, Bas ar., 1: 200 et Bas it., 1: 289.
34 al-maqrīzī, Kitāb al-muqaffā (Beirut, 1987), pp. 184–185.
35 antonino Pellitteri, “the historical-ideological framework of Islamic fatimid sicily 

(fourth/tenth century) with reference to the works of the Qāḍī nuʿmān,” al-masâq 7 
(1995), 111–163.

36 Chronique de Cambridge, Bas ar., 1: 202 and Bas it., 1: 292.
37 even if there is no specific reference to sicily in this regard.
38 the anonymous cosmography entitled Kitāb Gharāʾib al-funūn even defines the 

Khāliṣa, in the legend accompanying a domed building representing it on the map of 
sicily, as “the fortress of power” (qaṣr al-sulṭān), [where] its residence and its slaves [are 
situated]”. see Kitāb Gharāʾib, fig. 6 (illustration) and p. 444.
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judge by the identity of the poets and the content of their compositions,39 
that the fatimid court was a by no means negligeable cultural centre. 
the second half of the 10th century was a period of real significance in 
urbanistic terms: in 967, the city walls were reinforced40 and, at the end 
of the century, an entire quarter was built, probably at the instigation of 
emir Jaʿfar b. yūsuf (998–1019).41

such was the context within which Palermo was to witness a number 
of decisive political events, which served to emphasize its integration into 
the contemporary political context. thus, in 947, the city was disturbed 
by the intrigues of the Banū al-Ṭabārī,42 members of the Palermitan elites 
since the aghlabid period, which led to a Kalbid emir, al-Ḥasan b. ʿalī b. 
abī al-Ḥusayn, being dispatched to Palermo in order to restore order.43 
these events would seem to be best read not in terms of ethnic and tribal 
divisions (arabs against Berbers, local peoples against conquerors, etc.), 
but as a reflection of tensions between the political parties that proliferated 
during the fatimid period. the Ṭabārī and their allies had somehow to find 
their place within the new political dispensation, and were endeavouring 
to preserve their role in the political life of the city. the Kalbid settlement 
can hardly be said to have been in their favour: the most eminent of their 
number were forced out of the political arena, killed and their property 
confiscated. the remaining elites were subsumed within the new groups 
dominant in public life.44

a subsequent echo of these tensions would seem to be perceptible in 
events that unfolded twenty years later. thus, in 968–69, the Kalbid emir 

39 on this point see mirella cassarino’s article in the present volume.
40 this step should be seen in the context of a general fortification of sicily, see 

al-nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-ʿarab, Bas, ar., 2: 494 and Bas it., 2: 134.
41  two largescale developments would seem to be attributable to him, namely, the 

quarter “of al-tājī with its walls” and al-Jaʿfariyya, which is reckoned to have contained 
some 10,000 houses. these two pieces of information derive from the Kitāb Gharāʾib 
al-funūn and have been analysed in alessandra Bagnera and annliese nef, “histoire et 
archéologie du domaine fatimide: la sicile et Palerme (début du Xe siècle–milieu du XIe 
siècle),” in Patrice cressier and mourad rammah, eds., Ṣabra al-manṣūriyya, collection de 
l’École française de rome, rome, forthcoming. see also alessandra Bagnera’s contribution 
to the present volume.

42 muḥammad Kāmil Ḥusayn et muḥammad ‘abd al-hādī shaʿīra, eds., abū ʿalī 
al-manṣūr al-Jawdhārī, sīrat Ustādh Jawdhar (cairo, 1954) and Vie de l’ustâdh Jaudhar, 
contenant sermons, lettres et rescrits des premiers califes fâtimides, écrite par mansûr le 
secrétaire, transl. marius canard (algiers, 1958), pp. 71–72 arabic version and pp. 103–104 
french version.

43 this latter had just proved himself against abū yazīd in Ifrīqiya. see Ibn al-athīr, 
Kitāb al-Kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 300–302 and Bas it., 1: 415–419.

44 Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-Kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 302 and Bas it., 1: 419.
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of the island, aḥmad, was recalled by the fatimid caliph, leaving behind a 
mawlā45 belonging to the dynasty, yaʿīsh.46 It is possible that this apparent 
relaxation of fatimid authority over the island prompted the qabāʾil (tribes, 
clans) to assemble in the arsenal in order to confront the mawālī of the 
Kutāma, the famous Berber tribe, the first to be won over to the fatimids  
in the West, and one that had arrived on the island in the baggage train, 
so to speak, of the fatimids.47 here too the episode would seem to reflect 
tensions between groups engaged in a power struggle: the qabāʾil had 
found themselves on the losing side, with the Kutāma, in particular,  
profiting from their exclusion from emiral spheres of influence. We thus 
find that the partisan logics operative at the caliphal court were likewise 
at work in the regional capitals of the fatimid empire, where factions 
strove to maintain or establish their power. these events also suggest that 
the restoration of order of 947–48 had not completely eliminated the party 
then in power, and which defined itself as, amongst other things, “arab,” 
just as they show that the Kalbids relied subsequently on the Kutāma, or 
their clients, who were very much in evidence on the island. Ibn al-athīr 
even went so far as to specify that the clashes extended to syracuse, where 
some of the mawālī of the Kutāma resided, and to the rest of the island, 
but in a form unknown to us.48 It is nonetheless worth noting that it all 
began in Palermo. In the wake of these events, the caliph dispatched abū-
l-Qāsim, aḥmad’s brother, to sicily, to wield power in the name of his 
brother, and, at his death, in 970, to succeed him as emir.49

It is impossible to decide whether the fatimids’ opponents saw the start 
of the conquest of egypt in 969 as an opportunity to shake off caliphal 
authority, although it is reasonable to suppose that the transfer of the 
caliphal court to cairo had some impact. certainly, the Zirids, to whom 
the Ifrīqiyan emirate had been entrusted, were the fatimids’ most direct 
representatives, and relations between the island and Ifrīqiya continued 
to be of crucial importance, but links would remain close between the 
Kalbids and the fatimids, and sicily had incontestably been integrated 
into a political entity that was larger and in full expansion.

45 mawlā (pl. mawālī). the meaning of this term is complex and varies over the course 
of Islam’s history, but it refers to the notion of clientship.

46 see al-nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-ʿarab, Bas ar., 2: 495 and Bas it., 2: 135–136.
47 Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-Kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 308–309 and Bas it., 1: 429–430.
48 Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-Kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 308 and Bas it., 1: 429.
49 see al-nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-ʿarab, Bas ar., 2: 495 and Bas it., 2: 135–136.



 islamic palermo and the dār al-islām 49

up until 1014, the sicilian—and, more particularly, the Palermitan—
political situation was characterized by its calm and stability, and by a 
relative lack of sources. after this date, and up until the end of the 1030s, 
the key events tended to unfold in Palermo, which had become the 
undisputed centre of political life on the island, though with alternating 
periods of tension and calm. Without going into detail, I would simply 
note that various members of the Kalbid family clashed in a struggle in 
the course of which the backing of different political factions, defined in 
a different fashion to the one we have just recalled for the 10th century, 
was a major issue.50

The End of Palermo’s Centrality and the Norman advance

It was at the end of the 1030s that Palermo’s role as capital of sicily came 
to an end. What we then find is the emergence of autonomous political 
units, each with its centre in one of the island’s main cities but encom-
passing the regions surrounding it. this development, the chronological 
detail for which is hazy, led to the following situation:51 Ibn mankūt held 
the cities of mazara, trapani, sciacca and marsala, in short the West of 
sicily; Ibn al-hawwās held castrogiovanni, castronuovo and agrigento, 
or the centre and south of the island, until Ibn Ḥammūd gained control 
of this latter city, at the end of the century at the latest; Ibn al-thumna 
controlled syracuse, and noto in the east of the island; Ibn maklātī held 
catania, until Ibn al-thumna wrested it from him. as for Palermo, if 
al-nuwayrī—the only author to give this information—is to be believed, 
its government reverted to its shuyūkh.52 this fact is confirmed by a letter 
found in the Geniza, decipherable only in part and dated approximately 
to 1045, which refers to a town that is taḥt shūrā (literally “under [the 
authority of a] council”).53

this is a point worth developing, given the fact that historians have 
posited a degree of continuity between the institution and an earlier 

50 annliese nef, “la désignation des groupes ethniques de la sicile islamique dans les 
chroniques en langue arabe: source d’information ou topos?”, annales islamologiques 42 
(2008), 57–72.

51  Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-Kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 318 and Bas it., 1: 445–446 and al-nuwayrī, 
Nihāyat al-ʿarab, Bas ar., 2: 498 and Bas it., 2: 142.

52 al-nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-ʿarab, Bas ar., 2: 498 and Bas it., 2: 142.
53 moshe Gil, “sicily 827–1072, in light of the Geniza documents and Parallel sources,” 

in Gli ebrei in sicilia sino all’espulsione del 1492 (atti del V Convegno internazionale italia 
Judaica, Palerme, 15–19 juin 1992), Pubblicazioni degli archivi di stato, saggi, 32 (rome, 
1995), pp. 96–171, esp. p. 116.
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municipal government in Palermo, parallel to that of the emirate and 
attested now and then from the 10th century onwards.54 this notion stems 
directly from michele amari’s interpretation of the sources, an interpreta-
tion which lays stress upon the existence of a local jamāʿa (interpreted 
as a council operating at city level). In reality, nothing in the sources 
lends credence to this hypothesis. admittedly, there is evidence for regu-
lar intervention on the part of the capital’s elites (aʿyān) or the shuyūkh 
(the “elders,” but more broadly “the best”), which were entitled to form  
delegations in order to appear before the caliph—or before his envoys, or 
before the new emir upon his arrival on the island, or, more particularly, 
in close proximity to the city, in the aftermath of a rebellion—in order to 
voice criticisms of emiral authority.55 furthermore, the formula used by 
al-nuwayrī in relation to Palermo around 1040 bears out this supposition.56 
on the other hand, the institutional dimension conferred upon this reality 
by michele amari reflects first and foremost his republicanism, and his 
concern to identify a communal past in sicily, enabling it to be integrated 
into an Italy which was on the way to being unified.57 the political role 

54 de simone, “Il periodo arabo . . .”, p. 81.
55 sources vary in the amount of detail they give about these delegations (not all attes-

tations are listed here): simple groups of shuyūkh (in 900, Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-kāmil, 
Bas ar., 1: 291: fa-arsalū jamāʿa min shuyūkhi-him ilayhi, “they sent him a group of their 
shuyūkh” and Bas it., 1: 401; in 937, Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 299: delegation 
of women and children, and Bas it., 1: 414); representatives of opposed political factions (in 
947–948, different factions went to seek out al-Ḥasan, the first Kalbid sent to the island, on 
his arrival in mazara: Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 301 and Bas, it., 1: 417); or city 
officials (in 947–948, when al-Ḥasan drew close to Palermo, Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-kāmil, 
Bas ar., 1: 301 and Bas it., 1: 417–418).

56 al-nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-ʿarab, Bas ar., 2: 498 and Bas it., 2: 142. In arabic, the formula 
reads as follows: Fa-rajaʿa amr ahl al-madīnati ilā al-mashāʾikh [pl. of shaykh] al-ladhīn 
bi-hā: “government affairs in the city of Palermo were the responsibility of the shuyūkh 
who were there.”

57 annliese nef, “michele amari ou l’histoire inventée de la sicile islamique: réflexions 
sur la storia dei musulmani di sicilia,” in Benoît Grévin, ed., maghreb-italie, des passeurs 
médiévaux à l’orientalisme moderne (Xiiie–milieu XiXe siècle), collection de l’École fran-
çaise de rome, 439 (rome, 2010), pp. 285–306, esp. pp. 298–99. michele amari emphasises 
the tribal origins of this council, which with the passage of time becomes “municipio.” 
a passage from his storia dei musulmani di sicilia is particularly revealing in this regard, 
since he there explains, on the basis of the truncated formula of al-nuwayrī (see the pre-
vious note), that the Palermitans rid themselves of emiral authority in order to take con-
trol again of their own destiny: “We do not know why simsām was driven from Palermo 
(. . .). he was neither a warrior nor a statesman, and he was too fond of acting the king in 
Palermo, or else he seemed to be of no use to the gemâʾ [transliteration of jamāʿa]. they 
therefore told him to take his leave under God’s protection, and they wished to attempt 
a republic . . .”, michele amari, storia dei musulmani di sicilia (florence, 1854–1872, new 
edition, 2002–2003), 2: 285.
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of the Palermitan elites was therefore real, just as it was in the other great 
cities of the medieval arab and muslim world, but the interpretation in 
institutional terms, influenced by what had seemed in 19th century Italy 
to be a model, namely, the medieval commune, is no longer sustainable. 
Passages in the sources pertaining to Islamic sicily and containing a refer-
ence to jamāʿa, a highly polysemic term referring in a general fashion to 
a group,58 demonstrate that this word never has the meaning there of 
“urban council.”59

If the aghlabid period is less well-known from an economic point of 
view, even if we take into account the contributions of archaeology, the 
10th to 11th centuries are by contrast characterized by a prosperity which 
must account, at any rate in part, for the interest shown by the fatimids 
in sicily.

the economic and monetary Integration of Palermo 
into the Zone of fatimid Prosperity

the texts60 at our disposal are too scanty for us to be able to draw up any-
thing remotely resembling an exhaustive picture, yet the different types 
of sources turn out to complement one another, both in the information 
they provide and in their chronological spread. the geographical texts 
which describe the distribution of economic activities in the city date 
from the end of the 10th century, as does a text containing information 
drawn from sources close to the caliphal authorities. there is, however, 
no evidence from the cairo Geniza regarding trade networks prior to the 
11th century.

58 Vanessa Van renterghem, “Introduction” to the special issue Groupes sociaux et caté-
gorisation sociale dans le dār al-islām médiéval (Viie–XVe siècles), annales islamologiques 42 
(2008), XXIX–lI.

59 I will simply cite here the passages highlighted by michele amari, the term being 
in common use. at the time of the events of 947–48, Ibn al-athīr thus defines the Banū 
al-Ṭabārī as the “first (aʿyān) of the community [i.e. ‘of the city’] ( jamāʿa)”, who enjoyed 
“a great deal of support (atbāʿ kathīrūn) in the city,” Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-Kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 
300 and Bas it., 1: 416; on another occasion (Ibn al-athīr, Kitāb al-Kāmil, Bas ar., 1: 302 and 
Bas it., 1: 419), the term means, as michele amari himself concedes (Bas it., 1: 419, n. 1), 
“group,” assembled here around the Banū Ṭabārī.

60 I will leave to one side here the archaeological evidence, which has yet to be analysed 
and synthesised.
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Trade and artisanal Production in Palermo

at the very start of his account of Palermo, when he is describing the 
ancient nucleus, the norman cassaro or the Islamic Balarm, Ibn Ḥawqal 
specifies that “merchants live [there],”61 by contrast with the Khāliṣa, the 
area of the city associated with power. one wonders if these same mer-
chants traded their wares along the paved simāṭ which crossed the town 
from east to west and was lined with businesses.62 the arabic term used 
here, tājir (pl. tujjār), generally designates an important merchant. Would 
the most important transactions and the trade in luxury goods have been 
concentrated in this quarter, in the heart of the city, where the political 
centre of the capital used formerly to be situated, leaving the other mer-
chant sectors to the less central market-places?

In addition, Ibn Ḥawqal has left us a description of the Palermitan  
markets whose value is enhanced by the fact of his having been himself 
a merchant. they were situated for the most part between two quarters 
located outside the fortified heart of the town, the neighbourhoods of the 
mosque Quarter and of the new Quarter.63 the specialised merchants 
were clustered together, with there being a very short distance between 
the making and the selling of specific products. the Iraqi geographer 
then went on to list the artisans. In the neighbourhoods mentioned, he 
saw in close proximity sellers of oil, flour merchants, moneychangers,  
apothecaries, blacksmiths, cutlers, wheat merchants (al-qamḥ), embroi-
derers (al-ṭirāziyūn), fishmongers, grain merchants (al-abzāriyūn), a 
group (ṭāʾifa) of butchers, and vegetable and fruit sellers; sellers of fra-
grant plants; sellers of jars (al-jarrārūn), bakers, ropemakers, a group 
(ṭāʾifa) of iron mongers, butchers, shoemakers, tanners, joiners and potters 
(al-ghaḍāʾirūn). Wood sellers were for their part located outside the city. 
finally, in the fortified heart of Palermo, that is to say, of the aghlabid city, 
could be found a group (ṭāʾifa) of butchers, whose stalls were, according to 
this author, two hundred (!) in number, sellers of jars (al-jarrārūn), and shoe-
makers. finally, in yet another market, located near to the end of the road  
traversing the whole qaṣr, were to be found a handful of butchers, some 

61  Ibn Ḥawqal, Kitāb Ṣurat al-arḍ, ed. Johan h. Kramers, (reed. Beirut, 1964), p. 113; Ibn 
Ḥawqal, Configuration de la terre, trad. Johan h. Kramers and Gaston Wiet (Beirut-Paris, 
1964), p. 117.

62 Ibn Ḥawqal, arabic, p. 117 and french, p. 121.
63 Ibn Ḥawqal, arabic, p. 114 and french, p. 118.
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cotton merchants, carders and cobblers. the outlying markets thus seem 
to be devoted more to food than their equivalents in the Balarm were.

a few years later, al-muqaddasī claimed that the Khāliṣa also welcomed 
commercial activities, though Ibn Ḥawqal had ruled this out. In order to 
resolve this apparent contradiction, it has been argued that such activities 
might be linked to the presence of the arsenal in this fortified part of the 
town, since it was in general enlivened by a fair number of warehouses.64

aside from the above infrastructures, the city also featured sites 
intended to welcome merchants coming from abroad. these lodging-
houses, called fundūq-s, are documented in two letters of the cairo Geniza 
dating from the 11th century.65 the sicilian capital would therefore seem 
to have been an important commercial and artisanal centre, and a source 
of by no means negligeable fiscal revenues.

finally, a number of Palermo’s productive activities are described sepa-
rately from its trade and markets: the Wadī ʿabbās (present-day oreto) 
and other watercourses were, Ibn Ḥawqal records, lined with mills and 
with orchards and kitchen gardens producing fruit and vegetables (in par-
ticular, cucumbers).66 moreover, in marshy areas on the edge of the city, 
along the watercourses oriented east to west, there grew sugar cane and 
papyrus serving in part to produce the rolls needed for official documents, 
but which for the most part were used to make ships’ anchors and cables.67 
finally, a state-owned iron mine close to the city provided the raw materials 
for metals needed on boats.68

the question then arises as to whether Palermo was also a commercial 
hub at the regional level.

Palermo and the Economic Circuits of the Central mediterranean

so far as the 10th century is concerned, the sources do not permit a detailed 
answer to this question. Indeed, the small number of fatwā-s mentioning 
the island before the norman period never refer to any cities by name. By 
the same token, whilst the biography of the eunuch Jawdhār, servant of 

64 Geographers and chroniclers frequently mention the arsenal, but they do not situ-
ate it precisely, if one excepts Ibn Ḥaqwal, who places it inside the Khāliṣa. nowadays 
there is, generally speaking, a tendency to situate it on the same level as the present-
day Piazza marina. see alessandra Bagnera et annliese nef, “histoire et archéologie du 
domaine fatimide.”

65 adalgisa de simone, “Palermo arabo,” p. 96.
66 Ibn Ḥawqal, arabic, p. 114 and p. 117 and french, p. 118 and p. 121.
67 Ibn Ḥawqal, arabic, p. 117 and french, p. 121.
68 Ibn Ḥawqal, arabic, p. 117 and french, p. 122.
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the fatimid caliph until 973, written by one of the slaves closest to him, 
contains some important details, they are very incomplete. this work, 
whose value consists, amongst other things, in the fact that it contains 
a good number of official letters and documents drafted at the behest 
of the caliph and of those close to him, casts a particular light upon the 
intertwining of the spheres of government and of large-scale trade during 
the Ifrīqiyan period of the fatimid government,69 in particular through 
the agency of Jawdhār. yet it also reflects, more broadly, sicily’s place 
in the trade with Ifrīqiya, and at the very highest level. amongst the com-
modities coming from sicily we find mention of wood, a strategic material 
if ever there was one, above all in the context of the policy of maritime 
and commercial expansion pursued by the fatimids, and of barley.  
Palermo features in this text in its own right but above all as a political  
centre, and more particularly as the headquarters of the sicilian treasury.

as for the 11th century, the information we have is somewhat more pre-
cise, thanks to the light shed upon Palermo by numerous documents from 
the cairo Geniza.70 these documents are for the most part concentrated 
in the second half of the century (93 out of 156 letters, with 36 being dated 
to the first half of the century). of 110 journeys71 which include sicily in 
one way or another and are known to us through documents now pub-
lished, 35 pass directly by way of Palermo or have this city as their ulti-
mate destination, that is to say, a good third, but we should note that 
in 15 cases it is mazara that is mentioned. Palermo is therefore in the 
lead, but more often the destination is sicily in a general sense. of these 

69 let us cite in this regard: a letter from al-muʿizz, which relates that the mutawallī 
l-baḥr of mahdiyya has written to Jawdhār complaining about having been defamed by a 
tripolitan who accuses him of defrauding him over the barley that the sultan had asked 
him to bring into sicily for the ghāzī-s, and asking Jawdhār to intervene on his behalf 
with the caliph [abū ʿalī al-manṣūr al-Jawdhārī, sīrat Ustādh Jawdhar, p. 87 and Vie de 
l’ustâdh Jaudhar, p. 127]; a letter that mentions the wood surrendered by the inhabitants 
of taormina and of rometta (p. 117 arabic version and pp. 175–76 french version); another 
letter which describes wood transported by Jawdhār himself, who offers it to the caliph for 
his arsenal (p. 121 arabic version and p. 183 french version); a detailed missive requested 
by Jawdhār from the governor of sicily in order to finish loading his boat in Palermo while 
deducting a sum (100 dīnār-s) from the sicilian treasury to cover reimbursement costs 
(pp. 135–136 arabic version and pp. 206–208 french version).

70 these documents were published in moshe Ben sasson, The Jews of sicily (825–1068), 
(Jerusalem, 1991) (in hebrew), and their translated versions are in shlomo simonsohn, The 
Jews in sicily. i: 383–1300 (leiden-new york-cologne, 1997).

71  see annliese nef, “la sicile dans la documentation de la Geniza cairote (fin xe–xiiie): 
les réseaux attestés et leur nature,” in damien coulon, christophe Picard, dominique 
Valérian, eds., Espaces et réseaux en méditerrannée (Vie–XVie siècle), vol. 1. la configuration 
des réseaux (Paris, 2007), pp. 273–92.
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35 journeys,72 14 linked Palermo to egypt, 6 to fusṭāt, 6 to alexandria, 2 to 
sfax and 2 to al-mahdiyya, 1 to tripoli and 5 to other sicilian localities, 
or in other words 26 to egypt, 5 to Ifrīqiya and 5 to sicily. the reduced 
share of Ifrīqiya reflects both the effects of the region’s disrupted relation-
ship with fatimid egypt in the middle of the 11th century and the growing 
instability of this zone occasioned by the movement of nomadic tribes 
from egypt towards Ifrīqiya, a movement traditionally designated by the 
expression “hilalian invasion.”

there is, however, another source relating to the first half of the 
11th century which suggests that Ifrīqiya remained important for Palermi-
tan trade and perhaps politically also,73 despite the shift in the fatimid 
centre of gravity towards cairo in 973 and the strong political ties between 
this capital and Palermo. We are concerned here with the anonymous 
Kitāb gharāʾib al-funūn, the existence of which was brought to the atten-
tion of historians of sicily by Jeremy Johns.74 this work is a cosmogra-
phy, two parts of which are held in oxford. the first one is devoted to the 
influence of stars upon the different regions of the world, while the second 
clearly concentrates upon maritime spaces, ports and watercourses. now 
we find in the latter not only an unpublished map of sicily, which contains 
new elements but whose commentary is heavily inspired by Ibn Ḥawqal, 
but also a maritime itinerary from al-mahdiyya to Palermo.75 the very fact 
of such an itinerary being there, together with its marked resemblance 
to a navigation chart, and one with several distinctive features—a map 
of al-mahdiyya, which is highly schematic, is accompanied by a list of 
anchorages (marāsī) between the two cities—suggests that this route 
was often taken. It comprised the following stages: al-mahdiyya, al-B.rtūl 
(monastir?), sousse, harqlīya, h.r.qūn, al-marṣad, al-manāra, nabeul?, 
Q.s.r.na, Qaṣr saʿīd, Qaṣr labna, Iqlibiyya, Qaṣr nūb, all ports situated on 
the Ifrīqiyan coast, then Pantelleria, and on the sicilian coast, mazara, 
rā’s al-n.b.ra (capo Boeo?), favignana, trapani, capo san Vito, madīnat 

72 I do not take into account here the various stages, very few of which are mentioned. 
for further details, see ibid., pp. 285–86.

73 unless this work presents a fixed image referring to an earlier period. It is in fact 
clear that between 916, the end of Ibn Qurhub’s rebellion, and at least 973, that is, for over 
fifty years, sicily was genuinely the second pillar of the fatimid economic and political 
world.

74 Johns, “una nuova fonte per la geografia . . .”.
75 Ibid., pp. 448–449; online manuscript, illustration at f° 34a, and at the following 

Internet link: http://cosmos.bodley.ox.ac.uk/hms/mss_browse.php?expand=732,803&state= 
main&act=chfolio&folio=60.

http://cosmos.bodley.ox.ac.uk/hms/mss_browse.php?expand=732,803&state=main&act=chfolio&folio=60
http://cosmos.bodley.ox.ac.uk/hms/mss_browse.php?expand=732,803&state=main&act=chfolio&folio=60
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mariyā, Ṣiqilliyya (i.e. Palermo). this necklace of anchorages, whose beads 
are told by the author, points to a mode of travel resembling coasting 
between the two regional capitals—even if they were not necessary stages 
in the route taken—and to exchanges intense enough to give rise to this 
precise knowledge.

the question of Palermitan minting of currency76 has still to be studied 
in detail, and the fact that the quarter dinars (the rubāʿi-s) that proliferate  
from the reign of Ibrāhīm II (875–902) do not bear a workshop name prior 
to the reign of the fatimid caliph al-manṣūr (946–953) is no help in this 
respect. minting probably began early, but the first strikings, in silver, 
known for sicily (bi-siqilliya, with a sin and not a ṣad), dating from 829, 
cannot be attributed to Palermo, nor with any certainty can those which, 
throughout the following decade, bear the same inscription.77 What is 
certain is that under the aghlabid emir muḥammad I (841–56), at least 
as early as 845, some coins were struck at Palermo, then called madīnat 
Balarm. from the reign of al-manṣūr we know for certain that gold pieces 
(quarter dinars) were struck at Palermo, then known as madīnat Ṣiqilliya, 
and from the time of al-muʿizz (953–75) as Ṣiqilliya. We know that the city 
was designated by these different arabic names (see supra), but one can 
however suppose that this gradual development justifies our insisting that 
sicilian minting was centralized in Palermo throughout the emiral period. 
unfortunately, there is insufficient data for us to be able to assess the 
area across which currencies struck in Palermo circulated. on the other 
hand, the strongly symbolic dimension of this minting is proven by the 
existence of coins struck in the name of aḥmad b. Qurhub in the period 
when he was emir.78

76 for a synoptic account of Islamic currency in sicily, one could consult Paul Balog, 
“la monetazione della sicilia araba e le sue imitazioni nell’Italia meridionale,” in Gabrieli-
scerrato, pp. 611–16.

77 for a different opinion, see Philip Grierson and lucia travaini, medieval European 
Coinage, with a catalogue of the coins in the Fitzwilliam museum, Cambridge. 14 italy (iii, 
south italy, sicily, sardinia) (cambridge, 1998), p. 74.

78 Bartolomeo lagumina, “di un pregevole ripostiglio di monete arabe trovato a Palermo,” 
archivio storico siciliano 20 (1895), 360–374.
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a religious and cultural capital of the dār al-islām

this aspect is of real importance because it allows us to assess the capi-
tal’s religious development, and also its role as a cultural centre of the dār 
al-islām, particularly in a regional context.

a religious Pole of attraction

Palermo would seem to have been a religious centre with quite specific 
characteristics. thus, al-harāwī, who in the 12th century wrote a guide to 
the pilgrimage sites of the dār al-islām, briefly mentions sicily, but never 
Palermo as such, save, in passing, the ‘ayn al-shifā mosque, where he 
underwent a cure: which therefore means that he did visit this city and 
that he would not have failed to mention any noteworthy fact pertaining  
to this theme. the only detail of this kind available to us comes from Ibn 
Ḥawqal, who recalls that veneration was accorded to a tomb, attributed  
by the local inhabitants to aristotle, in the great mosque of Palermo, 
which was simply the city’s converted cathedral,79 but this veneration 
represented the continuation of an earlier practice, though certainly now  
Islamicized.

on the other hand, in the 10th century, Ibn Ḥawqal, who was only too 
ready to criticize the sicilians, and their imperfect mastery of Islamic 
culture in particular, emphasises the sheer density of muslim places of 
worship in Palermo, proposing the number of 300 mosques.80 he also 
asserts that the city’s environs were well supplied with such sites.81 Ibn 
Ḥawqal then specifies that the number of ribāṭ-s on the coast was very 
high, but this in the course of describing Palermo, and we can therefore 
presume that he is referring here to the Palermitan coast and the adja-
cent areas.82 Indeed, a number of examples are recorded later, notably 
by Ibn Jubayr, but one can infer that they were in existence prior to the 
12th century.83

79 Ibn Ḥawqal in arabic, p. 115 and Ibn Ḥawqal in french, pp. 118–119.
80 Ibn Ḥawqal in arabic, p. 115 and Ibn Ḥawqal in french, p. 119.
81  Ibn Ḥawqal in arabic, p. 115 and Ibn Ḥawqal in french, p. 120.
82 Ibn Ḥawqal in arabic, p. 116 and Ibn Ḥawqal in french, p. 120. In contrast to the 

french version, which specifies “en sicile,” the arabic specifies bi-hā; now in the previous 
passage it is Palermo that is mentioned, and the hā can only refer to that city. note that 
the author’s judgement of these ribāṭ-s is hardly positive.

83 he thus mentions Qaṣr Ṣaʿd et Qaṣr Jaʿfar to the east of Palermo, see michael 
Johan de Goeje, ed., Ibn Jubayr, riḥla (new edition, Beirut, 1959), p. 303 and “relation de 



58 annliese nef

a Cultural Centre

In the books of ṭabaqāt, or biographical dictionaries, Palermo is cast as 
one of the cultural centres of Ifrīqiya. accounts of this region are invari-
ably followed by a reference to the city, and the latter did indeed main-
tain multiple links with Ifrīqiya. Palermo did nevertheless develop its own 
space of intellectual formation and production, especially from the 11th 
century onwards, if the relevant sources are to be believed.84 one can 
therefore appreciate the importance of the Kalbid court, even if it would 
not do to exaggerate the link between this latter and the cultural devel-
opment of Palermo and sicily.85 conversely, any indication of Palermo’s 
influence extending beyond the island, or beyond Ifrīqiya, is missing from 
the sources, except every now and then: there is no scholar whose name 
one might cite systematically, and who was linked to the region, or a  
specific tendency associated with it.

this does not of course mean that nothing was happening in Palermo, 
since scholars from the region, or those in search of a place of refuge 
(notably from al-andalus in the 11th century), willingly stayed there for 
periods of time. In a more general fashion, Ibn Ḥawqal’s description, like 
the biographical dictionaries, enables us to catch a glimpse, between the 
end of the 9th century and the end of the 10th century, of a structured 
Palermitan milieu of judges,86 notaries and witnesses. It was in Ifrīqiya, 
certainly, that the qāḍī-s known to us were legally trained, but in this 
regard too Palermo appears to have been a place to which they came to 
practise their expertise.

voyages,” translated by P. charles-dominique, in Voyageurs arabes. ibn Fadlân, ibn Jubayr, 
ibn Battûta et un auteur anonyme (Paris, 1995), pp. 350–351.

84 annliese nef, “les élites savantes urbaines dans la sicile islamique d’après les dic-
tionnaires biographiques arabes,” in alessandra molinari and annliese nef, eds., la sicile 
islamique. Questions de méthode et renouvellement récent des problématiques (actes de la 
table ronde de rome, 25 et 26 octobre 2002), mEFrm 116/1 (2004), 451–470. In that same year 
another article was published on this same topic, see William Granara, “Islamic education 
and the transmission of Knowledge in muslim sicily,” in Joseph e. lowry, devin J. stewart 
and shawkat m. toorawa, eds., law and Education in medieval islam. studies in memory of 
Professor George makdisi (chippenham, 2004), pp. 150–73, esp. pp. 162–73. on this particu-
lar point, the two articles are in complete agreement.

85 for a contrasting point of view, see William Granara, “rethinking muslim sicily’s 
Golden age: Poetry and Patronage at the fatimid Kalbid court,” in atti del Convegno ‘i 
Fatimidi e il mediterraneo’, pp. 95–108.

86 nine names of qāḍī-s in sicily, whose headquarters were in Palermo, are known to us 
from works of ṭabaqāt; Ibn Ḥawqal knew of three others from Palermo, all of them belonging 
to the period running from the 860s to the 980s, and above all from the 10th century.
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In a certain sense, the patchy information we have regarding a Koran 
copied in 982–83 in Palermo (madīnat Ṣiqiliyya)87 bears out the above 
supposition.88 analysis of the decoration of this volume has brought to 
light formal characteristics which recur in a series of Korans attributed 
to the Ifrīqiya-sicily region and to the fatimid period, and more precisely 
to the 10th century, as if pointing to the existence of a genuine regional 
school. likewise, from a palaeographic point of view, the Koran features 
one of the variants identified in the Islamic West in this period, namely, 
an abassid academic script.89 It has been pointed out that this volume, 
whose copyist is anonymous, expresses at the beginning of the manuscript 
an anti-muʿtazilite position, since a phrase there defines the Koran as the 
word of God.90 there is a temptation to see this as a response to an opinion 
widely held in Palermo at this period, but there is no guarantee that this is 
so. however, we can see it as an indication that the Palermitan elites were 
involved in the debates traversing the dār al-islām during this period.

far from highlighting things peculiar to Palermo and sicily, the infor-
mation at our disposal thus gives us the impression that city and island 
alike were integrated into the cultural and religious life of the region and, 
more broadly, of the dār al-islām.

Conclusion

the Islamic period of the history of Palermo marks the moment at which 
this latter became the capital of the island of sicily, a role it would lose 
from the 1040s to the 1110s—the date at which the hautevilles abandoned 
messina and settled in Palermo (choosing thus to give an Islamic dimen-
sion to their government)—but which it then maintained until the present 
day. considering the sources as a whole, Palermo appears to be one of the 
important cities of the dār al-islām, as much politically and economically 
as culturally, participating on its own scale in the latter’s polycentrism. the 
city was also one of the poles of Islamicization on the island of sicily. 

87 It is worth noting that during the fatimid period this name gradually came to be 
generally used both on coins and in literary sources, which suggests that it may henceforth 
have become the official designation of Palermo.

88 françois déroche, “cercles et entrelacs: format et décor des corans maghrébins 
médiévaux,” Comptes-rendus des séances de l’année-académie des inscriptions et belles-
lettres 145e année, 1 (2001), 593–620, esp. p. 606.

89 Id., “tradition et innovation dans la pratique de l’écriture au maghreb pendant les 
IVe/Xe et Ve/XIe siècles,” in Numismatique, langues, écritures et arts du livre, spécificité des 
arts figurés (actes du Viie colloque international sur l’histoire et l’archéologie de l’afrique du 
Nord, Nice, 21–31 oct. 1996) (Paris, 1999), pp. 233–246, esp. p. 238.

90 Ibid., p. 603.





From a small town to a capital: the urban evolution 
oF islamic palermo (9th–mid-11th century)

alessandra bagnera

conquered in 831, we must suppose that palermo’s characteristics as the 
important capital of the dār al-islām took shape gradually, though it is 
only from the last quarter of the 10th century that we find it described 
in the arabic sources. only a lengthy process of development can in 
fact have given rise to the image of the city that is evoked in the first  
systematic description that has come down to us, thanks to ibn Ḥawqal, 
who probably visited it in 973. this author in fact depicts the unmistake-
able features of a mediterranean capital with a high demic density,  
characterised by an advanced urbanistic fabric and by vibrant economic 
and social structures integrated into the Fatimid economic and political  
framework.1 the city’s image would retain such features both in the 
description made by al-muqaddasī in 9852 and in the later, enhanced one 
furnished, around the middle of the 11th century, by the Kitāb Gharāʾib 
al-funūn wa-mulaḥ al-ʿuyūn (The book of the curiosities of the sciences and 
of marvels for the eyes), an anonymous treatise of cosmography featuring,  
amongst other things, a profoundly interesting map of sicily.3 as is 
already intimated by the account of al-idrīsī (circa 1160)—who, since he 
was resident at the court of roger ii, certainly provides us with first-hand 
information—the urban form developed in palermo in the islamic period 
continued to shape the norman city.4

it is not a simple task, however, to reconstruct the duration, scale and 
nature of the various stages of the islamic city’s development, on account 
of a more general lack both of written sources and of reliable archaeo-
logical markers = archeological evidence allowing us to document from 

1  ibn Ḥawqal, it., pp. 116–27. on the date of ibn Ḥawqal’s probable visit to palermo 
see adalgisa de simone, “palermo nei geografi e viaggiatori arabi nel medioevo,” Studi 
Maghrebini 2 (1968), 129–89, in particular, pp. 130–31. 

2 al-muqaddasī, BAS it., 2: 670–71. 
3 Kitāb Gharāʾib, it. and Jeremy Johns, “la nuova ‘carta della sicilia’ e la topografia 

di palermo,” in maria andaloro, ed., Nobiles Officinae. Perle, filigrane e trame di seta dal 
Palazzo Reale di Palermo (catania, 2006), ii, pp. 15–23. 

4 al-idrīsī, BAS it., 1: 59–62. on the norman city see, in the present volume, the chapter 
by elena pezzini, with bibliography. 
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an early date the transformations affecting sicily from the islamic con-
quest onwards. as in the rest of the island, so too in palermo, much of its 
history in this period is in shadow. we know all too little, in particular, 
about the 9th century, when the city was the seat of government of the 
aghlabids of ifrīqiya (831–909)5 and again about the first half of the 10th 
century when, the latter having come under the newly constituted author-
ity of the Fatimids, sicily too became one of the territories subject to the 
powerful caliphs of the shiʿite faith (910–948). so far as the immediately 
subsequent period is concerned, notable difficulties are occasioned by, in 
particular, the discrepancy evident between a picture that the sources jus-
tify us in representing as the outcome of a progressive process—with the 
direct intervention of the Fatimids seeming to be a decisive moment in 
the new urban structuration = urban form of the sicilian capital—and the 
perspective derived from the archaeological evidence. the fact that the 
latter tends in the main to date from the second half of the 10th century 
leaves us with a monolithic picture of a reality in which almost all the 
events would in essence relate to the government of the Kalbids, a 
dynasty which was autonomous, though loyal to the Fatimids, and which 
ruled uninterruptedly from 948 to c. 1040. this situation derives from the 
system currently in use for the dating of the various phases within the 
islamic period, a system which ties the main archaeological marker of 
such islamic phases, namely glazed pottery with polychrome decoration, 
to the second half of the 10th century onwards. on the other hand, we are 
not yet in a position to assess whether, and if so, how some recent proposals 
to revise ceramic chronologies may give rise to new understandings of the 
history of urbanistic development in palermo.6

5 on the reasons for such a choice, see in the present volume, annliese nef, “islamic 
palermo and the dār al-islām: politics, society and the economy (from the mid-9th to the 
mid-11th century).” 

6 For the proposed revision of the pottery chronologies, see lucia arcifa, alessandra 
bagnera, annliese nef, “l’archéologie de la sicile islamique: un bilan en forme de ques-
tions,” in philippe sénac, ed., Villa 4, Histoire et archéologie de l’Occident musulman (VIIe–
XVe siècle) (toulouse, 2012), pp. 241–74, in particular paragraph 2, pp. 245–56; alessandra 
bagnera and annliese nef, “histoire et archéologie du domaine fatimide: la sicile et  
palerme (début du Xe–milieu du Xie siècle),” in patrice cressier and mourad rammah, 
eds., Ṣabra al-Manṣūriyya. Capitale fatimide, collection de l’ecole Française de rome, 
rome, in press, in particular paragraph iv. a summary of such arguments may be found 
in alessandra bagnera, “la ceramica invetriata di età islamica,” in alessandra bagnera, ed., 
Archeologia dell’Islam in Sicilia, catalogue of the exhibition (Gibellina, 2012), pp. 24–35 and 
web-publication (www.islaminsicilia.it) (march 2012).

www.islaminsicilia.it
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all the same, on the basis of a close comparison between historical 
sources and the archaeological data published so far,7 and relying also 
on advances in knowledge relating to the medieval maghreb, it is pos-
sible to formulate some new hypotheses and interpretations of the indices 
at our disposal. i propose to concentrate here on reviewing the salient 
points raised by recent research and speculation, all of which has served 
to promote a more coherent picture of the urban development of palermo 
during the period of around two centuries in which it was the capital of 
islamic sicily.8

palermo in the aghlabid period

once they had chosen palermo as the headquarters of the island’s new 
civil and military government, the aghlabids established themselves 
within the ancient fortified nucleus (punic and then romano-byzantine) 
which the arabic sources identify as balarm and then as Qaṣr al-qadīm 
(hence the late medieval name of cassaro; see Fig. 3.1).9 as occurred in 
the case of other cities of ancient foundation conquered by islam, the 
byzantine panormos had to undergo adaptations and modifications so 
as to respond to new needs linked to religious ritual (mosques but also 
baths and cemeterial areas), to political and administrative requirements  
(government headquarters, mint, offices, barracks) and to those relating 
to social life (houses, inns, warehouses, workshops, markets etc.). whilst 
our present state of knowledge does not allow us to advance a serious 
assessment either of the modes or phases or of the overall impact of the 
first structural interventions undertaken in byzantine panormus, some 
information inferred from coins or from textual sources indicates that 
around fifty years after the islamic conquest the city had fully embraced 
its role as capital.

aside from the fact that the aghlabids struck coins from a very early 
date in sicily, the first mention of the mint as madīnat balarm, on a 

7 by which i mean up until may 2012.
8 For the various themes relating to the development of islamic palermo and for a 

fuller bibliography see alessandra bagnera and annliese nef, “histoire et archéologie du 
domaine fatimide”, in particular paragraphs ii and iii; alessandra bagnera, “palermo in età 
islamica: evoluzione di una capitale emirale tra iX e metà Xi secolo,” in lucia arcifa and 
maria rita sgarlata, eds, From Polis to Madina. La trasformazione delle città siciliane tra 
tardo antico e alto medioevo (Siracusa, 21–23 giugno 2012), in press.

9 For the other names used to refer to the city in the arabic sources, see the chapter in 
the present volume by annliese nef on islamic palermo. 
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semi-dirham dated 230h/844–45,10 enables us to establish that at this date 
palermo had undergone a change in status.11

a few years later, passages in a letter from the monk theodosius, who 
arrived in palermo with other prisoners after the capture of syracuse in 
878, describe a city that, being a theatre for demonstrations of a manifestly 
ceremonial nature,12 must also have been organised in an urbanistic and 
architectonic sense. the emir gave audiences in a structured space which 
we must suppose was befitting a power whose procedures were those of 
an “eastern” sovereign.13 the transfer of prisoners, involving a kind of pub-
lic and solemn procession, was perhaps enacted along the central axis of 
the city, referred to as simāṭ in the later arabic sources (see Fig. 3.1, blue 
line and 3.2, n° 8). described as a paved street with flagstones, flanked by 
shops, and traversing the city from east to west, the simāṭ probably passed 
near the great mosque.14 a layout of this sort is reminiscent of Kairouan,15 

10 paul balog, “la monetazione nella sicilia araba e le sue imitazioni nell’italia  
merid ionale,” in Gabrieli-scerrato, pp. 611–28, in particular p. 612 and fig. 1–2. on coin-
age, see maria amalia de luca, “la monetazione araba,” in rosario la duca, ed., Storia di 
Palermo. II. Dal tardo antico all’Islām (palermo, 2000), pp. 180–203; ead. “la monetazione 
della sicilia islamica,” in alessandra bagnera, ed, Archeologia dell’Islam in Sicilia, pp. 8–15; 
ead. “sicilia aghlabita: nuove testimonianze numismatiche,” in bruno callegher and arianna  
d’ottone, eds, The 3rd Simone Assemani Symposium on Islamic Coinage (Rome, 2011), in press.

11  For the questions linked to the mint in palermo see in the present volume annliese 
nef, “islamic palermo and the dār al-islām,” p. 2, note 8 and pp. 15–16. 

12 cristina rognoni, “au pied de la lettre? réflexions à propos du témoignage de 
théodose, moine et grammatikos, sur la prise de syracuse en 878,” in annliese nef and 
vivien prigent, eds., La Sicile de Byzance à l’Islam (paris, 2010), pp. 205–224, in particular 
pp. 221–22. 

13 a passage in theodosius’s letter refers in particular to the ceremonial audience 
granted to the bishop of syracuse by the aghlabid emir. the latter was seated on a throne 
and screened by a veil, following a custom of eastern origin which, in the islamic world, 
was formalised by the first abbasid caliphs, see Joseph chelhold, “hidjāb,” in Encyclopédie 
de l’Islam, 2nd edn. (leyden and paris, 1960–2005).

14 ibn Ḥawqal, it., p. 120: “the [ancient] city extends lengthways and is furnished with a 
market that crosses it from east to west: the Great street (simāṭ), which is paved in stone 
and has numerous buildings devoted to trade along its whole length.” in the Kitāb Gharāʾib 
al-funūn the term simāṭ ultimately refers to the market itself: Kitāb Gharāʾib, it., p. 435 and 
arabic text at p. 430. For some elements pertaining to the relationship in palermo between 
the simāṭ and the congregational mosque, see adalgisa de simone, “il periodo arabo.  
palermo araba,” in Storia di Palermo. II, pp. 78–113, pp. 100–101. see also infra, note 60. 

15 see mondher sakly “Kairouan,” in Jean-claude Garcin, ed., Grandes villes méditer-
ranéennes du monde musulman médiéval (rome, 2000), pp. 57–85, especially pp. 71–72; see 
in addition Faouzi mahfoudh, Architecture et urbanisme en Ifrīqiya médiévale. Proposition 
pour une nouvelle approche (tunis, 2003), p. 50. al-bakrī attributes this organisation of Kai-
rouan to the omayyad caliph hishām ibn ‘abd al-mālik (724–743) : see marcel solignac, 
Recherches sur les installations hydrauliques de Kairouan et des steppes tunisienne du VIIe 
au XIe siècle (ap. J.-C.) (algiers, 1953), pp. 23–24.
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the capital of the aghlabids in ifrīqiya, where the principal street crossing 
the inhabited zone and skirting the western side of the great mosque was 
likewise called simāṭ.16

in theodosius’s letter, palermo appears likewise to have been a multi-
ethnic city, which welcomed peoples coming from the islamic world or 
otherwise, and which, being densely populated, had begun to extend 
beyond the ancient walled centre. confirmation of this latter point is sup-
plied by ibn al-athīr (1160–1233) who refers to the capture and sack of the 
“suburbs of the city” in the year 900 by abū ’l-‘abbās, son of the aghlabid 
emir ibrāhīm ii.17

if such information would lead one to assume that palermo, at any 
rate in the last quarter of the 9th century, had already seen adjustments 
and alterations reflecting its new role as capital of the sicilian emirate, 
the assumption is not borne out by the archaeological data. aside from 
the maintenance of the walls and of part of the network of streets of the 
ancient city18—elements anyway preserved up until the present day—
we simply lack the evidence to identify specific building projects within 
the earliest phase of palermo’s islamic history. the characteristics and 
even the location of the government palace are still wholly unknown, and 
given the difficulties of elaborating a general model of urban development 
for the islamic world,19 all speculative reconstructions would seem to be 
inappropriate.20 as for the other fundamental pole of the islamic city, 
the congregational mosque ( jāmiʿ ), ibn Ḥawqal recounts that it arose 
through the transformation of an earlier christian church.21 Given the fact 
that written sources and archaeological evidence alike place the ancient 
palaeochristian cathedral on the site occupied by the present cathedral 
(see Fig. 3.1, n° 6 and 3.2, n° 9), which is a norman foundation, the same 
location has been posited for the congregational mosque. in addition, 

16 this point is also emphasised in de simone, “palermo araba . . .”, p. 101.
17 ibn al-athīr, BAS it., 1: 402. 
18 see elena pezzini, “madīnat al-Ṣiqilliyya. palermo in the islamic period,” in Giovanni 

curatola and attilio petruccioli, eds., Islamic Sicily: Art, Architecture and Landscape, in 
press. 

19 Jean-claude Garcin, “le caire et l’évolution urbaine des pays musulmans,” Annales 
Islamologiques 25 (1991), 289–304, in particular pp. 291–96; pierre Guichard, “les villes d’al-
andalus et de l’occident musulman aux premiers siècles de leur histoire. une hypothèse 
récente,” in patrice cressier and mercedes Garcia-arenal, eds., Genèse de la ville islamique 
en al-Andalus et au Maghreb occidental (madrid, 1998), pp. 37–53.

20 see also, in relation to this argument, de simone, “palermo araba,” pp. 85–88. 
21  ibn Ḥawqal, it., p. 116. 
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when ibn Ḥawqal stresses the latter’s noteworthy dimensions,22 he is evi-
dently providing a snapshot of the situation in 973. the information given 
by the same author regarding the demic density of palermo at this date 
lends weight to the hypothesis that one or more enlargements of the jāmiʿ 
mosque—certainly an early element to be ascribed to the aghlabid reor-
ganisation of the city—may have occured over the course of time.

two stretches of brick pavement pertaining to a “structure of vast dimen-
sions” and dated prior to the mid-10th century have come to light beneath 
the norman cathedral.23 already ascribed to the byzantine church of  
st. mary that is said to have been transformed into the jāmiʿ mosque,24 
from the published findings of the excavation a dating to the mid-10th cen-
tury onwards of this paving may however be deduced.25 a further element 
converging with this chronology is provided by what the evidence for the 
building techniques used here indicates, relating to the use of charcoal 
in the binding mortar. to judge by the researches conducted by marcel 
solignac in the region of Kairouan, this element constitutes a “customary 
index of binders subsequent to those employed by the aghlabids,” or, in 
other words, a technique introduced into tunisia in the Fatimid period.26  
whereas alexandre lézine suggests that its use was restricted to the 
caliphate of the Fatimid al-muʿizz (953–973),27 binders of this type, 
endowed with hydraulic properties,28 are nonetheless amply attested 
at Ṣabra al-manṣūriyya between the end of the 10th and the first half of 

22 ibid., p. 118. 
23 the two fragments of pavement, wholly similar one to the other and located at the 

same depth, were discovered in the diaconicon of the cathedral (see Fig. 3.1, nº 6) and 
along the northern wall of this latter, in the present-day via dell’incoronazione (see Fig. 3.1, 
nº 5); see irina Garofano, “nuove scoperte archeologiche nel cantiere di restauro della 
cattedrale di palermo,” Kokalos 43–44/ii, 1997–1998, pp. 587–90, in particular, pp. 587–88 
and note 3. 

24 Franco d’angelo, “la città di palermo tra la fine dell’età araba e la fine dell’età nor-
manna,” in Franco d’angelo and vladimir Zorič, La città di Palermo nel Medioevo (palermo, 
2002), pp. 7–33, in particular, pp. 17–20. 

25 the two fragments of pavement turn out to have been built directly above strata of 
earth which have yielded pottery dating to between the 8th–9th centuries and the first half 
of the 10th century (see irina Garofano, “nuove scoperte archeologiche,” pp. 587–88 and 
note 3); so, this latter date should rather indicate a terminus post quem for the chronology 
of the pavement under discussion. 

26 solignac, Recherches sur les installations hydrauliques, p. 258 and note 49; id., “remarques 
de méthode sur l’étude des installations hydrauliques ifriqiyennes au haut moyen-Âge,” 
Cahiers de Tunisie 47–48/12 (1964), 25–36, in particular pp. 31–33. 

27 alexandre lézine, Deux villes d’Ifriqiya. Études d’archéologie, d’urbanisme, de démogra-
phie. Sousse, Tunis (paris, 1971), p. 81. 

28 solignac, “remarques de méthode,” p. 32. 
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the 11th century, not only in the cisterns and basins, but also in the pave-
ments with terracotta tiles.29 to judge by both the stratigraphical and the  
technical data, the palermitan finds thus seems to indicate an interven-
tion dating from the mid-10th century onwards, therefore not attributable  
to the aghlabid period. at the same time, the hydraulic properties of the 
mortar suggest a relationship between the pavement and an external 
space, perhaps the courtyard of the jāmiʿ mosque.

as for the existence of suburbs extra-moenia, such as both theodosius 
in his letter and ibn al-athīr imply, in this case too archaeological evidence 
confirming it is very scarce and difficult to date. aside from some struc-
tures having come to light at palazzo bonagia (see Fig. 3.1, n° 16), dated 
not unambiguously to the 9th–10th century,30 and some fragmentary evi-
dence for an early phase of occupation recovered at the former monastery 
of the magione31 (see Fig. 3.1, n° 15), the only noteworthy exception to 
have emerged up until the present time is represented by the sequences 
brought to light by the excavations carried out in the castello-s. pietro 
quarter32 (see Fig. 3.1, n° 11). here a cemetery of islamic observance set up 
directly on the rocky substrate and in use in the course of the 9th century, 
precedes a phase of habitation ostensibly related to the progressive urban 
expansion which affected the area outside the cassaro in the course of the 

29 For the most recent archaeological investigations at Ṣabra al-manṣūriyya, one should 
consult the various contributions in patrice cressier and mourad rammah, eds., Ṣabra 
al-Manṣūriyya. 

30 the structures discovered have been dated to the 9th–10th century in philippe tis-
seyre, “palermo. saggi archeologici a palazzo bonagia,” in aa.vv., Archeologia e territorio 
(palermo, 1997), pp. 485–86, but their chronology is deemed to be indeterminable in car-
mela angela di stefano, “attività della soprintendenza per i beni culturali e ambientali di 
palermo,” Kokalos 43–44 (1997–98), 2, 575–77. 

31  this is what one might infer from the presence, in the deeper strata of the infill in a 
well associated with the islamic inhabited area, of some pottery fragments imported from 
north africa and datable to the end of the 9th–10th century, see bagnera, nef, “histoire et 
archéologie,” at paragraph iv; bagnera, “la ceramica invetriata di età islamica”, p. 27, fig. 6. 
For the evidence relating to the excavation, the reader should refer to Franco d’angelo 
and irina Garofano, “scavi al convento della ss. trinità (magione) di palermo,” in carmela 
angela di stefano, antonio cadei, maria andaloro, eds., Federico e la Sicilia, dalla terra 
alla corona. I. Archeologia e architettura (catalogo della mostra, Palermo, 1995) (palermo, 
1995), pp. 335–41, in particular pp. 339–40, cat. p45bis, fig. p. 341; eid., “lo scavo e i reperti”, 
in carmela angela di stefano, Francesco tomaselli, Franco d’angelo, irina Garofano, 
“palermo. ricerche archeologiche nel convento della ss. trinità (magione),” Archeologia 
Medievale 24 (1997), 283–310, in particular, pp. 304–307, cat. nº 18, fig. 16.18.

32 we refer here to the findings of the saggio b (see here Fig. 3.1, n° 11): lucia arcifa et 
alii, “lo scavo archeologico di castello s. pietro a palermo,” B.C.A., 6–8/2 (1985–87), 30–41, 
and in particular, pp. 35–37, fig. 4, 8; eid., “palerme, quartier castello san pietro,” MEFRM 
101/1 (1989), 332–50, above all p. 347.
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10th century.33 although there are no certainties as to the actual width of 
this cemetery—the only solid archaeological evidence so far which may 
indubitably be traced back to the aghlabid city—we cannot rule out the 
possibility that it was subsequently extended towards the coast. in the 
adjacent area of castello a mare (see Fig. 3.1, n° 12), a series of stratified 
graves, partly carved out of the rock, has been discovered more recently 
and dated to the 10th–11th century;34 these could indicate a phase of use 
of the same cemetery continuing until the late islamic period (see below). 
the fact that the original use of both these areas turns out to have been 
funerary suggests that, during the 9th century at any rate, this zone of the 
city did not lie within the inhabited settlement extra-moenia to which the 
sources cited above refer.

considered in its entirety, the archaeological evidence pertaining to 
palermo in the aghlabid period appears in fact to be too weak not only 
with respect to what the historical data implies, but also in relation to 
the existence of a somewhat extensive cemetery area which, being in use 
in the 9th century, is currently without a real urban context to which we 
might refer. the existing state of knowledge does not allow us to assess 
either the timescale or the procedures by which the aghlabids settled in 

33 the abovementioned chronologies have been established on the basis of the pottery 
contained in the infill deposit from a well associated with the muslim inhabited area, 
which has restored the terminus ante quem for dating the phase when the cemetery was 
in use. the arguments connected with these contexts have been recently updated: see 
lucia arcifa and alessandra bagnera, “castello-san pietro (palermo): una riconsiderazione  
dei primi contesti islamici”, in annliese nef, Fabiola ardizzone et alii, ed., Le processus 
d’islamisation de la Sicile et de la Méditerranée centrale, in press. the chronology for the 
finds belonging to the so-called “early phase” has also been discussed by the present 
author in arcifa, bagnera, nef, “archeologia della sicilia islamica,” in particular p. 255, and 
in bagnera, nef, “histoire et archéologie”, paragraph iv. For the pottery from the overall 
context of  castello s. pietro see lucia arcifa, “dal X al Xii secolo,” in ead. and elisa-
beth lesnes, “primi dati sulle produzioni ceramiche palermitane dal X al Xv secolo,” in 
Actes du VIe Congrès de l’AECM2 (Aix-en-Provence, 13–18 novembre 1995) (aix-en-provence, 
1997), pp. 405–411; ead., “contributo allo studio della ceramica comune medievale in sicilia  
(sec. X–Xii): problemi di classificazione e temi di ricerca,” in Le village médiéval et son 
environnement. Etudes offertes à Jean-Marie Pesez (paris, 1998), pp. 273–89. For a synthesis 
devoted solely to the pottery of the islamic period, see lucia arcifa, “palermo, castello s.  
pietro: i contesti ceramici di età islamica”, in alessandra bagnera, ed., Archeologia  
dell’Islam in Sicilia, pp. 20–23.

34 on the first discoveries see rodo santoro, La fortezza di Castellammare in Palermo. 
Primi Scavi e restauri (1988–1994) (palermo, 1996), p. 45, fig. 46 ; philippe tisseyre, “palermo, 
saggi archeologici alla torre mastra del castello a mare,” in caterina Greco, Francesca spa-
tafora and stefano vassallo, eds., Archeologia e territorio, (palermo, 1997) p. 486; carmela 
angela di stefano, “attività della soprintendenza per i beni culturali,” pp. 575–576. on 
the excavations recently executed, see Francesca spatafora, Da Panormos a Balarm. Nuove 
ricerche di archeologia urbana (palermo, 2005), pp. 73–75. 
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the pre-existing and already defined city which they chose as their capital, 
or to grasp the real scale of an extra-moenia occupation that was probably 
sporadic in nature. it would seem nonetheless plausible to assert that the 
urban framework of early islamic palermo, affected certainly by modifica-
tions during this same aghlabid period, was circumscribed by the ancient 
fortified nucleus. a new layout, attributable to the direct intervention of 
the Fatimids, would instead shift the city in a new direction, at the turn 
of the first third of the 10th century.

the new palermo of the Fatimids

a crucial turning-point in the history of the urban development of 
palermo in the islamic period is certainly represented by the foundation, 
in 937–938, of the Khāliṣa, the fortified citadel and seat of government and 
administration built by Khalīl b. isḥaq b. al-ward, the general sent from 
mahdiyya by the Fatimid caliph al-Qā’im to quell a revolt. located out-
side the most ancient urban nucleus (Balarm) and in close proximity to 
the sea, the scholarly consensus is that it stood in the area around piazza 
marina (see Fig. 3.1, green point and 3.2). this latter was once a harbour 
basin and perhaps part of the arsenal that ibn Ḥawqal places within the 
Khāliṣa,35 but which the map from the Kitāb Gharāʾib al-funūn places on 
the outside.36

aside from the many questions pertaining to its actual extent and 
morphology,37 the fact remains that the foundation of the Khāliṣa recast 

35 “in front of the capital [madīnat Balarm] there is another city, called al-Khāliṣa: it too 
has a stone wall which may not however be compared with that of palermo. the sovereign 
and his retinue live there: it contains two public baths, but there are neither markets there 
nor warehouses. there is a little cathedral ( jāmiʿ) mosque, the sovereign’s military garri-
son, an arsenal, and the administrative offices. the city has four gates, to the north, south 
and west; but to the east is the sea and a wall without a gate.” ibn Ḥawqal, it., pp. 116–118. 
al-muqaddasī, who identifies Khāliṣa as “the external city,” and who is the only witness 
to situate markets inside it, mentions, though without locating them, the four gates men-
tioned above: bāb Kutāma, bāb al-Futūḥ, bāb al-bunūd, bāb al-Ṣinaʿa: BAS it., 2: 671.

36 the arsenal (al-ṣinaʿa) appears there, separated from the Khāliṣa and located in the 
eastern part of the port, at the two extremities of which are situated two watch towers 
called “of the chain;” cf. Kitāb Gharāʾib, it., fig. 3 and 6, toponyms n. 101–103, p. 444. 

37 For a deeper scrutiny of this same question i would refer the reader to elena pezzini, 
“un tratto della cinta muraria della città di palermo,” MEFRM 110/2 (1998), 719–771, in par-
ticular pp. 762–769; ead., “la formazione del quartiere della Kalsa. dati e problemi,” in 
elvira d’amico, ed., Percorsi didattici a Palazzo Abatellis, (palermo, 2004), pp. 33–53. more 
recently the same scholar has hypothesised that, apart from extending into the zone situ-
ated between the present-day church of s. maria della catena (see Fig. 3.1, n° 23) and via 
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palermo as a “city with two cities.” autonomous, well-defended and clearly 
marked off from the rest of the urban aggregate, the Khāliṣa—“the [place] 
reserved for power”38—appeared to be physically quite distinct, and to 
have a specific role wholly separate from the rest of the city, which for its 
part also comprised the ancient fortified nucleus of madīnat balarm.

this recasting of the city reflected a deliberate policy serving to effect 
a separation between the shiʿite elite and an urban population that was 
predominantly sunni, a policy promoted by the Fatimids by means of an 
urban model in evidence in all of their capitals: mahdiyya (921) and Ṣabra 
al-manṣūriyya (945) in tunisia, and cairo (969) in egypt. indeed, such a 
model reflected a social and political process which, if we set aside the 
religious dimension, affected capitals throughout the islamic world in the 
9th–10th century,39 albeit to differing extents and in varying guises.

at the time of the foundation of the Khāliṣa, the headquarters of the 
Fatimids was in mahdiyya, their first capital, which was built on a penin-
sula on the eastern coast of tunisia, between 915 and 920–21, the year in 
which the first Fatimid caliph transferred his seat of government there. 
mahdiyya did however witness noteworthy building projects at least up 
until the advent, in 934, of the third caliph, al-Qā’im,40 the same ruler 
who issued the order to found the new government residence in palermo. 
it is therefore safe to assume that, where the restructuring of the sicilian 
capital was concerned, mahdiyya represented a reference point, indeed, 
the only possible one in the context of contemporary Fatimid realities. 
hence the numerous similarities, to judge in particular from the evidence 
we may infer from the sources, between the two cities, and at various 
different levels.

alloro (see Fig. 3.1, green line), the Khāliṣa could also include the zone within which the 
monastery of s. Francesco currently stands (see Fig. 3.1, n° 14): elena pezzini, “madīnat 
al-Ṣiqilliyya.” 

38 de simone, “palermo araba,” p. 97 proposes this translation in place of the more 
common rendering of “elect” or “pure,” inasmuch as it was a city of the shiʿites; cfr. henri 
bresc, “les autonomismes urbains des cités islamiques,” in Les origines des libertés urbaines 
(Actes du XVIe Congrès de la SHMESP, Rouen, 1985) (rouen, 1990), pp. 97–119, in particular 
p. 98.

39 see thierry bianquis, “Groupes de solidarité et attitudes face au pouvoir dans le 
monde arabe médiéval,” in Compte-rendu de la réunion des chercheurs sur le monde arabe 
et musulman (aix-en-provence, 1986), p. 45; Guichard, “les villes d’al-andalus et de 
l’occident musulman,” pp. 42–43 and 49. 

40 recent archaeological finds would seem to confirm once and for all the attribution 
of the ruins of the only Fatimid palace that has come to light in mahdiyya to al-Qā’im: see 
adnan louhichi, “la mosaïque de mahdia, contexte et interprétation,” Africa 20 (2004), 
143–166, in particular p. 143, 150 and 153.
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convincing parallels between the two palatine complexes of the Khāliṣa 
and of al-mahdiyya have already been brought to light emphasizing their 
functional and morphological similarities, since both served as Fatimid 
seats of government, were situated on the coast and near to a port, exer-
cised strict control over the arsenal located within their bounds, were 
enclosed by stone walls that must in part have followed the coastline, and 
organised their internal space by means of right-angled axes.41 one could 
further add that like al-mahdiyya—limited in the 10th century, according 
to alexandre lézine, to the western part of the peninsula, where the main 
monumental complexes were concentrated, and characterised by an emi-
nently private dimension42—the Khāliṣa too appears from the sources 
to have had a prominent role as the sovereign’s residence.43 the multi-
functionality characteristic of islamic palatine contexts likewise justifies 
the presence in the Khāliṣa of two ḥammām, of the dīwān (administrative 
office) and of a jāmiʿ mosque. described by ibn Ḥawqal as “small”, this lat-
ter was without a doubt reserved for the use of the prince and the shiʿite 
ruling elite, suggesting the implementation of a religious bipolarity of the 
kind referred to above.

other resemblances between the Khāliṣa and al-mahdiyya seem to 
emerge once we analyse the two “cities of power” in relation to the general  
organisation of urban space, for then the comparison is shifted on to a 
broader register, which enables us to assess how in all probability the 
entire recasting of palermo in the Fatimid period as a “city with two  
cities” relates to the caliphal capital. we know from the sources that the 
organisation of mahdiyya provided for the combination of a closed, and 
therefore reserved entity having a palatine function (al-mahdiyya in the 
strict sense) with an urban aggregate including a main quarter, residential 
and commercial in nature, madīnat al-Zawīla, and a suburb with a partly 

41  all these items are cogently discussed in pezzini, “un tratto della cinta muraria;” ead. 
“la formazione del quartiere della Kalsa.” in the present text, “al-mahdiyya” will be used to 
indicate the fortified part of the peninsula where the palatine nucleus established by the 
Fatimids is to be found, whereas “mahdiyya” will designate the city as a whole. 

42 alexandre lézine, Mahdiya. Recherches d’archéologie islamique (paris, 1965), p. 45, 
fig. 1 p. 17, fig. 4 p. 22 ; id., “mahdiya. Quelques précisions sur la ‘ville’ des premiers Fatimides,” 
in Id., Notes d’archéologie ifriqiyenne (paris, 1968), pp. 81–101, in particular pp. 94–96 and 
note 4, p. 94.

43 a role that the map from the Kitāb Gharāʾib al-funūn represents schematically by 
depicting an edifice with a dome identified as Qaṣr al-ṣultan wa-sakanu-hu wa-ʿabidu-hu 
(“the sovereign’s palace, his residence and his slaves”): see Kitāb Gharāʾib, it. fig. 6 and 
toponyms n. 104 and 105; for the interpretation of this drawing as a representation of the 
Khāliṣa see ibid., p. 421. 
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military function, the rabaḍ al-Ḥimā. madīnat al-Zawīla, which predated 
the foundation of Fatimid al-mahdiyya and was situated in close proximity  
to the latter, constituted the economic engine of the city, as well as 
the residential area of the principal merchants in the city;44 only in the 
Zirid period was it endowed with a stone surrounding wall.45 the rabaḍ 
al-Ḥimā, on the other hand, was a residential quarter for the army, with 
cultivated areas and orchards.46

a similar relationship between city of power and aggregate extra- 
muros must have pertained where the Khāliṣa and the rest of the city of 
palermo were concerned, even if in this latter case the society and the 
urban activities were divided between the suburbs and the ancient forti-
fied nucleus. the coexistence in 10th-century palermo, by contrast with 
Fatimid mahdiyya, of two fortified entities, does not constitute an essential 
difference if one takes into account the fact that, after the Fatimid founda-
tion of the Khāliṣa, the ancient, elongated city of madīnat balarm was 
deprived of the administrative and political role that had characterised 
it under the aghlabids. in the context of the city as a whole its essen-
tial functions appear very similar to those of the other quarters (ḥārāt) 
which, not being furnished with walls, at any rate until the end of the 
10th century, included markets, houses, ḥammām-s, inns and mosques. 
by contrast with the other quarters, madīnat balarm did however retain 
an importance relating to its being at once at the heart of the religious, 
social and economic life of a city with a sunni majority and the residential 
quarter of the elite, while its formidable walls constituted a morphologi-
cal feature which dominated the whole of the urban landscape and never 
failed to catch the attention of the arab geographers. both of these fea-
tures, which made of it the principal element from the urban assemblage 

44 al-bakrī, “description de l’afrique septentrionale,” trans. william mac Guckin de 
slane (paris, 1965), pp. 172–173. the physical proximity of, and the interdependence at 
various levels between al-mahdiyya and madīnat al-Zawīla is evident in various accounts 
recovered from the historical sources, some of which are reproduced in BAS it., 1: 440–41, 
482–84 and 487 (ibn al-athīr); 2: 33, 40 (ibn ‘idhārī); 2: 62, 69, 75, 77, 79 (al-tījānī); 2: 153 
(al-nuwayrī); 2: 230–32 (ibn Khaldūn). the toponym “madīnat Zawīla” features, distinct 
from but close to that of mahdiyya, on one of the maps in book ii of the Kitāb Gharāʾib 
al-Funūn, at f. 23b–24a: see http://www.bodley.ox.ac.uk/bookofcuriosities/, “rectangular 
world map,” 197 and “Glossary” s.v. “madīnat Zawīlah;” the map of mahdiyya (f. 34a) is also 
published in Kitāb Gharāʾib, it. at fig. 4. on madīnat Zawīla, see also roger hady idris, La 
Berbérie orientale sous les Zirides, Xe–XIIe siècles (paris, 1962), 2, p. 451. 

45 see lucien Golvin, “mahdiya à la période fatimide,” Revue de l’Occident musulman et 
de la Méditerranée 27 (1979), 75–98, in particular p. 94. 

46 al-bakrī, Description de l’Afrique septentrionale, pp. 66 e 68. see also Jean despois, La 
Tunisie Orientale. Sahel et Basse Steppe, étude géographique (paris, 1955), p. 142. 

http://www.bodley.ox.ac.uk/bookofcuriosities/
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situated outside the Khāliṣa, probably account for its being called madīna, 
a word which, given its primary meaning of “fortified entity with a limited 
area of settlement and a restricted number of specific functions,”47 did 
not have the sense in the medieval islamic world that our current term 
“city” now has.48

this new definition of the city of palermo may have been informed 
from the outset by the presence of an area set aside for a military func-
tion, the muʿaskar (“military encampment”49 or “place in which the army 
was lodged”)50 mentioned by ibn Ḥawqal in relation to the presence in 
the suburban areas of numerous small mosques and springs of water.51 a 
series of convergent clues allow us to situate the muʿaskar in the external 
zone located to the west of the ancient city, where it occupied a vast area 
characterised by a relative abundance of water and the presence of culti-
vated fields and gardens.52 the fact that ibn Ḥawqal mentions, amongst 
the springs inside the muʿaskar, the one called ʿayn abī saʿīd and generally 
reckoned to be in the present-day quarter of denisinni (see Fig. 3.2, n° 4),53 
lends weight to the hypothesis that the muʿaskar also included this zone, 
which, being situated just outside the present-day porta nuova (see Fig. 3.1, 
n° 2 and 3.2, n° 5),54 still featured as a well-irrigated and cultivated quarter 

47 it is used to mean this in the Lisān al-ʿarab: cf. oleg Grabar et alii, City in the Desert. Qaṣr 
al-Hayr East (harvard, 1978), p. 80–81, and Keppel archibald cameron creswell, A short 
Account of Early Muslim Architecture. Revised and supplemented by James Allan (aldershot, 
1989), pp. 158–159. 

48 see, for example, Garcin, “le caire et l’évolution urbaine,” p. 295. the reader should 
also refer to the synthesis by patrice cressier and mercedes García-arenal in their presen-
tation in Eid., ed., Genèse de la ville islamique, pp. 12–13 and to christine mazzoli-Guintard, 
“l’urbanisation d’al-andalus au iXe siècle: données chronologiques”, ibid., pp. 99–106, in 
particular pp. 99–100. 

49 de simone, “palermo nei geografi,” p. 150. 
50 ead., “palermo araba,” p. 99. 
51  ibn Ḥawqal, it., p. 119. see also de simone, “palermo nei geografi,” pp. 150, 165–68; 

ead., “palermo araba,” p. 99. 
52 For this hypothetical location see bagnera, nef, “histoire et archéologie.” 
53 a reading of the toponym “denisinni” as a popular corruption of the arabic ʿayn abī 

saʿīd was proposed in michele amari, Storia dei Musulmani di Sicilia, revised by carlo 
alfonso nallino (catania, 1933–1939; anastatic reprint, catania, 1991), 2, p. 51, n. 1. cf. also 
adalgisa de simone, “l’idronimia araba medioevale nel palermitano: dalla metafora poetica 
al fraintendimento etimologico,” in anna maria di tolla, vincenzo strika, eds., Acqua: la 
civiltà arabo-islamica, il contesto giuridico-politico, gli aspetti tecnici, gestionali e finanziari 
della cooperazione italo-araba (naples, 2005), pp. 193–206, in particular p. 203.

54 the hypothesis that the muʿaskar might correspond to the present-day quarter of 
denisinni dates back to vincenzo di Giovanni, La topografia antica di Palermo dal sec. X 
al XV (palermo, 1889–1890), i, p. 429.
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in the documents of the 14th and 15th centuries.55 the defining charac-
teristics of this military quarter also reinforces the analogy between the 
urban organisation of palermo and that of the first ifriqiyan capital of the 
Fatimids, where, as we have seen, a similarly conceived quarter, the rabaḍ 
al-Ḥimā56 formed with madīnat al-Zawīla the aggregate extra-moenia of 
al-mahdiyya, the palatine city strictly understood.

the foundation of the Khāliṣa by the Fatimids (937–938) and the con-
sequent recasting of palermo therefore constituted, prior to the advent of 
the Kalbids (c. 948–1040), a decisive intervention on the part of the central 
power, and one intended to effect a reorganisation of the urban space. nor 
does it seem illogical to attribute to it the decisive start of an ambitious 
building programme in those suburban areas which the letter written by 
the monk theodosius (878) suggests were already settled in part in the 
last third of the 9th century, as ibn al-athīr also relates (see above), and 
which, in the detailed description of palermo made by ibn Ḥawqal in 973, 
are shown by that date to be occupied by extensive quarters extra-moenia  
in an advanced stage of development57 (see Fig. 3.2). in the interval of 
around 100 years that separates these testimonies, the foundation of the 
Khāliṣa indubitably represents a crucial urbanistic episode which, being 
rich in multiple consequences, certainly had an impact upon the organisa-
tion of the territory outside the two fortified nuclei.

the development and urban Growth of palermo in the Kalbid 
period (second half of the 10th–First half of the 11th century)

it is therefore probable that already in the first half of the 10th century 
there had begun to emerge the polynuclear city which, gradually modi-
fied by later interventions on the part of the Kalbid dynasty (closely 
associated with the Fatimids), we see described first by ibn Ḥawqal in 
973 and, just a few years later, in 985, by al-muqaddasī.58 what the for-
mer above all restores to us is the best known image from the history of 

55 henri bresc, “les jardins de palerme (1290–1460),” MEFR. Moyen-Age, Temps  
modernes 84/1 (1972), 55–127, in particular pp. 88, 95 e 107–108.

56 al-bakrī, Description de l’Afrique septentrionale, pp. 66 e 68.
57 ibn Ḥawqal, it., p. 118; de simone, “palermo nei geografi,” pp. 146–49; ead., “palermo 

araba,” above all pp. 90–100.
58 see above, notes 1 and 2.
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palermo in the islamic period,59 namely, that of a now fully developed 
city that seems to consist of five main parts: the two fortified “poles” of 
the madīnat balarm and of the Khāliṣa and, distributed across the zones 
rich in water outside of them, the three ḥārat-s, large quarters without 
surrounding walls, furnished not only with dwellings but also with mar-
kets and workshops, mosques, baths, inns: the Ḥārāt al-Ṣaqāliba (Quarter 
of the slaves), the Ḥārāt masjid ibn Ṣaqlāb (Quarter of the mosque of 
ibn Ṣaqlāb), the Ḥārāt al-jadīda (new quarter) (see Fig. 3.2). a leading 
feature of this urban landscape is, in addition, the presence of hydraulic 
structures (norias, mills) and of substantial, well irrigated areas cultivated 
as gardens and orchards.

in this mid-10th century city, the madīnat balarm, alongside the 
Fatimid citadel, remained a nucleus of particular importance. within it 
the principal roadway and axis (simāṭ; Fig. 3.1 and 3.2, n° 8) increasingly 
took on the appearance of a major street for trade and an artery linking up 
with the sunni congregational mosque (see Fig. 3.1, n° 5–6 and 3.2, n° 9)  
that, perhaps located at a certain distance from the main highway,60  
constituted the pole of economic activity in the city.61 ibn Ḥawqal also is 
at some pains to record the more recent interventions, due in particular 
to the second of the Kalbid emirs, aḥmad b. al-Ḥasan (954–969), which 
essentially concerned the reorganisation of the circuit of walls through the 
new opening of three of the nine gates with which, according to the arab 
geographer, madīnat balarm was endowed: one gate which he defines as  
“without a name,” the bāb al-shifā’ and the bāb al-riyāḍ. while many of the 
gates mentioned by ibn Ḥawqal have been located on the basis of various 
elements,62 some observations enable us to advance a number of fresh  
proposals regarding the fact that, in the context of the abovementioned 

59 this is one reason why in the present context we shall allude to it only in passing, 
referring the reader in search of more detail to the several times cited article by de simone, 
“palermo nei geografi” and ead., “palermo araba.”

60 see ibid., p. 101, where this hypothesis is advanced, and notice is taken of ibn Ḥawqal’s 
failure to mention the main mosque in the context of the simāṭ. he nonetheless locates it 
“a bowshot away” from a friend’s shop along the “great street of palermo” (ibn Ḥawqal, it., 
p. 125), a distance hard to estimate.

61  regarding the distribution of the palermitan markets between the madīnat balarm 
and the other quarters see de simone, “palermo nei geografi,” pp. 173–75; nef, “islamic 
palermo”, in the present volume.

62 ibn Ḥawqal, it., p. 119. as to the location of the gates mentioned by the geographer, 
see de simone, “palermo nei geografi,” pp. 140–42; ead., “palermo araba,” pp. 91–94 and 
fig. 4; see also pezzini in this volume and Fig. 7.1; ead., “madīnat al-Ṣiqilliyya.”
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reorganisation of the routes in the Kalbid period, the simāṭ was endowed 
with two gates located at the two extremities.63

the main entrance into madīnat balarm on the eastern side was cer-
tainly guaranteed by the imposing bāb al-baḥr, by general consent identi-
fied with the porta dei patitelli known from later medieval sources and 
demolished in 156464 (see Fig. 3.1, n° 9; 3.2, n°10). according to a recent 
hypothesis, this monumental and complex gate65 offered direct access to 
the simāṭ.66 not mentioned by ibn Ḥawqal as one of the interventions 
due to aḥmad b. al-Ḥasan, and therefore preceding them, in the Kalbid 
period this gate probably underwent a reconfiguration of a celebratory 
nature, as would be attested by the dating to the second half of the 10th 
century of an inscription in cufic which crowned one of its towers.67

where entrance to the city on the western side is concerned, a case 
may be made for locating the bāb al-riyāḍ (Gate of the Gardens) on the 
access to the simāṭ. since ibn Ḥawqal tells us that this gate was a “recent 
construction” planned by the abovementioned Kalbid emir to replace 
the nearby and vulnerable bāb ibn Qurhub, safety considerations had a 
part to play in this decision, perhaps not unconnected to the order to 
reinforce the city defences contained in the famous rescript of al-muʿizz 
from 966–67. the princely commission and the defensive nature of the 
project therefore give us leave to suppose an intervention on a certain 
scale, which would seem thus to be at odds with the fact that no con-
structive phase from the islamic period is recorded in the published evi-
dence drawn from the excavation which has brought to light, beneath 
the palace of the normans (see Fig. 3.1, n° 1),68 an ancient gate which is 

63 this hypothesis, presented here in a cursory form, is discussed at greater length in 
bagnera and nef, “histoire et archéologie.”

64 the demolition of this gate was effected in order to extend the axis of corso vittorio 
emanuele beyond the confines of the cassaro, and up to piazza marina (see Fig. 3.1, blue 
line): see aldo casamento, La rettifica della strada del Cassaro a Palermo (palermo, 2000), 
pp. 11–12.

65 cf. Gaetano brucoli, “considerazioni topografiche sopra la bab al-bahr,” in Storia di 
Palermo. II, dvd.

66 pezzini, “madīnat al-Ṣiqilliyya.” see also, ead., in this volume and Fig. 7.1.
67 Known only from a 16th-century drawing, amari, Storia dei Musulmani, ii, p. 303 and 

note 1, interpreted its date as being 360 h./970 and noted the presence of two Koranic 
verses (in sequence: Koran, XXiv, 36–37 and ii, 256).

68 to be more precise, beneath the “sale del duca di montalto” and in the context of 
structures identified as forming part of the urban fortifications dating from the 5th century 
bc, see rosalia camerata scovazzo, “delle antiche cinte murarie di palermo e di altri 
rinvenimenti archeologici effettuati tra il 1984 e il 1986,” Panormus II (palermo, 1990), 
pp. 95–104.
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generally identified at present with the bāb al-riyāḍ.69 conversely, both 
the possible reference in this name to the gardens of the muʿaskar,70 and 
the possible location of a part at any rate of this military quarter in the  
present-day zone of denisinni (see Fig. 3.2, n° 4; see above) justify the 
hypothesis that the gate in question opened out into a stretch of wall 
closer to this latter zone. Furthermore, taking into consideration the fact 
that at the other end of the simāṭ there stood the monumental bāb al-baḥr 
(see Fig. 3.1, n° 9 and 3.2, n° 10), which, as has been pointed out, was 
probably rebuilt precisely in the Kalbid period, it seems difficult indeed 
to imagine that the only one of the three new gates with which aḥmad 
b. al-Ḥasan furnished madīnat balarm to be situated along the western 
stretch of the wall (the bāb al-riyāḍ), could have opened out on to any 
other place but the access to the principal street axis.71 one can further 
reflect upon the fact that, in a city having grown massively and expanded 
beyond the two fortified nuclei of the Khāliṣa and of madīnat balarm (see 
Fig. 3.2), this latter not only retained, as we have said, a role of primary 
importance, but also occupied a central position between the hinterland 
and the coast. a direct means of access to the principal urban artery, not 
least on the western side of the city walls beyond which we could plausi-
bly locate a populous settlement,72 might then express a specific logic of 
communication in relation not only to the jāmiʿ mosque but also to the 
zones closer to the sea, where some of the key areas of the city—namely, 
the Khāliṣa, the port, the cemetery areas (see infra)—were to be found.

the location of two gates at the end of the principal street axis cor-
responds to a schema attested at the same period both in ifrīqiya and in 
egypt. at Kairouan, in a layout of pre-Fatimid origin that remains however 

69 this interpretation, proposed by d’angelo, “la città di palermo,” pp. 11–14, is implicit 
in the location for the gate posited by de simone, “palermo araba,” fig. 4. a dubitative 
interpretation as bāb ibn Qurhub is conversely proposed by elena pezzini in this volume, 
Fig. 7.1.

70 see ibid., p. 72.
71  in the absence of archaeological verification of the course of the street, one can-

not wholly rule out the possibility that the route followed by the simāṭ may not have  
corresponded exactly to that of the present-day corso vittorio emanuele (see Fig. 3.1, blue 
line), at whose western end the porta nuova (see Fig. 3.1, n° 2 and Fig. 3.3, n° 5) now 
stands; this latter dates instead to the 16th century when a new plan reforming the prin-
cipal street axis of the city was implemented (see casamento, La rettifica della strada, 
pp. 11–12 and 44).

72 ibn Ḥawqal locates the muʿaskar there, adverting also to a zone rich in little mosques 
(and therefore in inhabited settlements) and in freshwater springs, whereas the Kitāb 
Gharāʾib al-funūn represents it as a habitat with farmsteads and cultivated spaces.
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at the basis also of the urban development of the 10th and 11th centuries,73 
the principal street axis—likewise called simāṭ, as we have said—skirted 
the western side of the great mosque.74 the same was true of al-Qāhira 
(cairo), the new capital founded in 969 in egypt by the caliph al-muʿizz, 
during whose reign (953–973) the Kalbid emir of sicily, aḥmad b. al-Ḥasan 
(954–969) built in palermo, along with the other gates, the bāb al-riyaḍ. 
in the new capital of the Fatimids, two gates (bāb al-Futūḥ and bāb al-
Zuwayla) opened out on to the far end of the principal street axis, in rela-
tion to which the great mosque of al-azhar (970–972) was instead set back 
a considerable distance.75

if the image of palermo ibn Ḥawqal has bequeathed to us has become 
emblematic of the city in the islamic period, a subsequent phase of urban 
growth and some elements introduced after his visit in 973 are recorded 
in the Kitāb Gharāʾib al-funūn. the text and accompanying map bring 
to light not only an intensified building programme affecting the entire 
urban context—to the extent even of altering the author’s perception 
of the general morphology of the city—76 but also a series of new inter-
ventions, which, being attributed in particular to the emir Jaʿfar b. yūsuf 
(998–1019), serve to define the image of palermo in the later Kalbid period. 
the walls of the Qaṣr al-qadīm (as madīnat balarm is referred to in this 
context) were again affected both by the reinforcement of the ancient 
defences and by the opening of three new gates.77 in the meantime there 
is evidence for the building of new quarters whose demic densities varied, 
for the intensification of the inhabited zone in the areas under cultiva-
tion to the west of the cassaro, apparently also affected by the presence 
of dwellings of an aristocratic type in and amongst gardens and hydrau-
lic installations (see below), and, finally, for a parcellising of the urban 
space with walled enclosures ringing even the larger quarters. these last 

73 patrice cressier et alii, “les grands traits de l’urbanisme,” in patrice cressier and 
mourad rammah, eds., Ṣabra al-Manṣūriyya. 

74 see alexandre lézine, “le plan ancien de la ville de Kairouan” in Id., Notes 
d’archéologie ifriqiyenne, pp. 55–72, in particular p. 63; sakly “Kairouan,” pp. 71–72.

75 see Fou’ad sayyid “le grand palais fatimide au caire,” in marianne barrucand, ed., 
L’Égypte fatimide, son art et son histoire (paris, 1999), pp. 117–125, in particular fig. 3.

76 the elongated form of the ancient city would be transformed to such an extent that 
it became circular, or so the text tells us, a form that the map reiterates by means of 
an iconographic styleme, attested elsewhere, which is symbolically associated with the 
image of the perfect city in the ancient middle east: see bagnera and nef, “histoire et 
archéologie.”

77 thus the map features 12 gates whereas ibn Ḥawqal mentions only 9 of them, and on 
it a new barbican linked to the bāb al-abnā’ is indicated: Kitāb Gharāʾib, it., pp. 419–20.
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two aspects, in particular, enable us to compare the layout of the sicilian 
capital around the mid-11th century with the reality attested during the 
later phase of development of Ṣabra manṣūriyya,78 the city which, after 
the transfer of the Fatimids to cairo (973), had become the capital of the 
Zirids, the governors whom the caliphs left in ifrīqiya and with whom the 
Kalbids were in close contact.

so far as the organisation of the suburban area to the west of the cas-
saro was concerned, the indications gleaned from the Kitāb Gharāʾib 
al-funūn with regard to the ḥārat al-tāj al-dawla—a quarter whose name 
refers to the honorific laqab of the Kalbid emir Jaʿfar b. yūsuf and which 
is placed by the map in this area—79 gave us leave to suppose that in it 
we may recognise one of the noble residences embellished by gardens 
to which reference was made above.80 it would therefore testify to the 
existence in the Kalbid period of a type of settlement reminiscent of the 
later and most famous norman places of recreation (solatia, like the cuba, 
the cuba soprana, the Zisa, the uscibene and so on) that were scattered 
across the extra-urban royal park of Genoardo (from the arabic jannat 
al-arḍ, “earthly paradise;” see Fig. 3.2, n° 1–3).81 this hypothesis is further 
bolstered by amatus of montecassino’s account of the capture of palermo 
by the normans, where mention is made of the christian knights “find-
ing outside the city . . . delightful gardens full of fruit and of water . . . real 
things and earthly paradises,”82 which seemed to evoke the type of resi-
dences in question.

if it is true that residences embellished with gardens and hydraulic 
installations (munya) are attested on the islamic shores of the mediter-
ranean, and more particularly in ifrīqiya, at any rate from the aghlabids 

78 the recent archaeological investigations conducted on this site, under the direction 
of patrice cressier and mourad rammah, have brought to light numerous, interesting and 
indeed unexpected aspects of this Fatimid capital in ifrīqiya; for some of the syntheses 
already published, see patrice cressier and mourad rammah, “sābra al-mansūriya. une 
nouvelle approche archéologique,” Comptes rendus des séances de l’Académie des Inscrip-
tions et Belles Lettres, 2006, 113–33; patrice cressier, “ville médiévale au maghreb” in sénac 
(ed.), Villa 4, pp. 117–40, in particular pp. 128–31.

79 Kitāb Ġarāʾib, it., p. 422 and toponym n. 122.
80 see bagnera and nef, “histoire et archéologie.”
81  see Guido di stefano and wolfgang Krönig, Monumenti della Sicilia normanna, 2° ed. 

(palermo, 1979). the Genoardo was situated in the zone nearest to the city, and within the 
parco nuovo, the royal hunting reserve desired by roger ii: ibid., pp. 90–91, pl. cXXXiii.

82 aimé du mont-cassin, Ystoire de li Normant, ed. vincenzo de bartholomaeis (roma, 
1935), Xvi, p. 278 (online text: www.mondimedievali.net/Fonti/secolo11.htm). see the con-
tribution by elena pezzini to the present volume and ead., “madīnat al-Ṣiqilliya.”

www.mondimedievali.net/Fonti/secolo11.htm
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onwards,83 it is of particular interest to discover that the recent excava-
tions at Ṣabra al-manṣūriyya have brought to light a monumental palace 
of the Zirid period which, dated stratigraphically to the first half of the 
11th century,84 turns out to be associated with artificial water basins and 
in planimetric terms very similar to the better known examples of nor-
man sicily. Featuring a plan centred on a wide, square room, it represents 
in fact the first known example of an architectural scheme whose origin 
is obscure but which is frequently employed in the norman solatia.85 the 
abovementioned evidence from Ṣabra lends weight to the hypothesis that 
Zirid palatine architecture inspired a model already used in sicily during 
the Kalbid period when, according to the sources, similar extra-urban 
residences existed in palermo. the role of “hunting paradises” certainly 
played by the norman solatia renders no less intriguing, from this point 
of view, the fact that, once again at Ṣabra al-manṣūriyya, analysis of the 
faunal residues discovered within the walls suggests that hunting parks 
were attached, as prestige items, to the palatine contexts.86

the information recoverable from the sources describing the city 
between the 10th and the first half of the 11th century therefore indicates 
that, even during the island’s sole period of dependence, direct or indirect, 
upon the Fatimid government, the urbanistic history of palermo was asso-
ciated with a process of development that was continuous, progressive 
and, in more than one aspect, apparently consistent with what we know 
of the capitals which the Fatimids founded on the opposite shore of the 
mediterranean, first in ifrīqiya and then in egypt. we need now to check 
whether, and in what way, all of this is borne out by the archaeological 
evidence, currently dated for the most part to this period between the 
mid-10th and the mid-11th century.

palermo between the 10th and the mid-11th century: 
the material evidence

as regards the changes that, on a different scale, we have so far seen affect-
ing palermo between 937–938 (the date of the foundation of the Khāliṣa) 

83 cf. solignac, Recherches sur les installations, pp. 22–30.
84 For a more exhaustive analysis one should consult the contributions on the excava-

tions and on palatine architecture in patrice cressier and mourad rammah, eds., Ṣabra 
al-Manṣūriyya.

85 cressier, “ville médiévale,” p. 130.
86 ibid.
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and the late Kalbid period (the more recent interventions would appear 
to be those attributed by the Kitāb Gharāʾib al-funūn to the emir Jaʿfar 
b. yūsuf, 998–1019), the entirety of the archaeological information so far 
published, though more substantial than for the aghlabite period, does 
not appear to be of real help to us here.

we know little or nothing about the Khāliṣa, the putative extension 
and internal organization of which are still open to debate,87 and to which 
as things stand only sporadic material evidence, all clustered around the 
10th–11th century, can be referred. this is the case with some fragments 
of columns discovered at palazzo chiaromonte (steri; see Fig. 3.1, n° 24), 
which are deemed to belong to buildings contained within the Khāliṣa,88 
and with the earliest phase of a vast semi-hypogeic room brought to light 
in the area of the same palace.89 on the other hand, we can date generi-
cally to the 10th century a block of tuffaceous rock with an arabic inscrip-
tion in cufic, which, having been discovered in via parlamento (see Fig. 3.1, 
n° 13), may belong to a stretch of the walls enclosing the citadel on the 
north-western side.90

as regards the area inside the ancient fortified nucleus of madīnat 
balarm, where the sources imply the impact of numerous alterations 
over the years,91 the archaeological evidence is equally sparse.92 we have 
already mentioned the paved brick floor discovered beneath the present-
day norman cathedral (see Fig. 3.1, n° 5 and 6), which, being datable to the 
mid-10th century onwards, could well represent a phase from the Kalbid 

87 see pezzini, “un tratto della cinta muraria,” pp. 762–69 and note 174 at p. 763; ead., 
“la formazione del quartiere,” pp. 36–47; ead., “madīnat al-Ṣiqilliya.”

88 ibid.; see also Giuseppe spatrisano, Nuove ricerche sullo Steri di Palermo (palermo, 
1984).

89 spatafora, Da Panormos a Balarm, pp. 71–73. the case for this room belonging to 
a building in the Khāliṣa is suggested both by its location and by the care taken with its 
realisation: pezzini, “la formazione del quartiere,” p. 47.

90 ibid. the inscription was first published by bartolomeo lagumina, “palermo. iscrizione  
araba,” Notizie degli Scavi di Antichità, 1899, pp. 305–306; see also roberta Giunta, 
“l’epigrafe in arabo di termini imerese,” in bagnera, Archeologia dell’Islam, pp. 16–19,  
in particular p. 19 and fig. 4.

91  likewise the presence of mosques, workshops, funduq-s and ḥammām-s mentioned 
both by ibn Ḥawqal and by others: cf. de simone, “palermo nei geografi,” pp. 153, 164, 
174; ead., “palermo araba,” pp. 96–97. amongst the modifications recorded in the mid-11th 
century by the Kitāb Gharāʾib al-funūn there feature on the map a ḥammām, a dwelling 
of some description and a large open space serving as a market: see Kitāb Gharāʾib, it., 
pp. 420–21, toponyms 117, 118 and 120, figs. 3 and 6.

92 see Francesca spatafora, “nuovi dati preliminari sulla topografia di palermo in età 
medievale,” MEFRM 116–1 (2004), 47–78, in particular pp. 50–60; ead., Da Panormos a 
Balarm, pp. 55–59.
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period in the masjid al-jāmiʿ (see supra). aside from this, one may record 
the discovery, beneath the palazzo dei normanni (see Fig. 3.1, n° 1), of a 
trampling surface which, dated by pottery to the 10th–11th century, may 
represent a phase of utilization of the ancient gate with which, on this 
basis, some have proposed to identify the bāb al-riyāḍ (see supra) and 
others the bāb al-abnāʾ mentioned by ibn Ḥawqal.93 For the rest, the  
evidence only concerns materials from the islamic period recovered from 
later dumps and infills, namely from the norman period as in the case of 
the excavations at the archbishop’s palace (see Fig. 3.1, n° 4) and in via 
d’alessi (see Fig. 3.1, n° 7).94

conversely, so far as urban expansion extra-moenia is concerned, the 
archaeological evidence is quite abundant. if we set aside the weak evi-
dence for a phase of frequentation dated to the first half of the 10th cen-
tury at the museo archeologico regionale95 (see Fig. 3.1, n° 8), the contexts 
from the islamic period identified in the areas outside the ancient city are 
consistently dated to the Kalbid period even if the presence of levels (of 
settlement or of frequentation) in direct contact with the rocky bed iden-
tify them as the earliest stage in the history of local settlement. the present  
state of archaeological research thus indicates a planned growth that 
would only have been implemented from the late 10th century onwards. 
built structures of high technical quality aligned with regular street sys-
tems have been identified in the areas of the nuova pretura96 (see Fig. 3.1, 
n° 3) and of the castello s. pietro quarter97 (see Fig. 3.1, n° 11), both located 
in the northern area of the city which falls within the Ḥārat al-Ṣaqāliba 
described by ibn Ḥawqal. evidence for the existence of a capillary system 
of storage and of the utilisation of the hydric and alimentary resources is 
furnished by the frequent presence of wells and silos associated with habi-
tative structures, detected both in the abovementioned area—for which 
further evidence has been supplied through the excavations conducted at 

93 see camerata scovazzo, “delle antiche cinte murarie,” pp. 99–100; d’angelo “la città 
di palermo,” p. 12; spatafora, “nuovi dati preliminari,” pp. 50–51.

94 see ibid., pp. 53–57 and carmela angela di stefano, “palermo,” Di terra in terra. 
Nuove scoperte archeologiche nella Provincia di Palermo (palermo, 1991), pp. 255–83.

95 elisabeth lesnes, “la recente ricerca archeologica nel museo,” Quaderni del Museo 
Archeologico Regionale “Antonio Salinas” 3 (1997), 17–61, in particular pp. 18–23.

96 Fabiola ardizzone, lucia arcifa, “saggi archeologici nell’area della nuova pretura di 
palermo,” in di stefano, cadei, andaloro (eds.), Federico e la Sicilia, pp. 293–99.

97 arcifa et alii, “lo scavo archeologico,” p. 33 and figs. 1a–3; eid., “palerme, quartier 
castello san pietro;” Jean-marie pesez, “Quartier castello san pietro,” in di stefano, cadei, 
andaloro (eds), Federico e la Sicilia, pp. 313–19.
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the museo archeologico98 (see Fig. 3.1, n° 8) and at s. domenico99 (see 
Fig. 3.1, n° 10)—and in the south-eastern zone of the city, where a set-
tlement from the islamic period has been identified on the site of the 
monastry of the ss. trinità or magione100 (see Fig. 3.1, n° 15). this part of 
the city likewise contains traces of some contexts associated with attested 
productive activities, especially from layers with residues from production 
processes at palazzo bonagia101 (see Fig. 3.1, n° 16) and at palazzo sam-
buca102 (see Fig. 3.1, n° 17).

Furthermore, archaeological evidence exists that may throw some light 
upon the organisation of the suburban area to the west of the cassaro (see 
Fig. 3.2). even if they certainly need to be investigated in greater depth, 
of real interest are the two phases of building which an excavation has 
brought to light beneath the norman solatium of the cuba soprana, now 
incorporated into the eighteenth-century structures of the villa napoli103 
(see Fig. 3.2, n° 1). these two phases, attested by walls and by a system of 
canalization, do not appear to be furnished with absolute datings. how-
ever, the stratigraphic relationship with the norman building, as well 
as the use of different construction techniques, raise the question as to 
whether at least the earliest one can be traced back to the islamic age. 
this therefore leads one to wonder whether we are perhaps concerned 
here with material evidence confirming what we may infer from the writ-
ten source regarding the presence, even in the islamic period, of nobiliary 

98 see lesnes, “la recente ricerca.”
99 pietro Giordano, “saggi archeologici nel chiostro di s. domenico in palermo,” 

MEFRM 105/2 (1993), 535–47.
100 di stefano, “palermo,” pp. 271–75 ; d’angelo, Garofano, “scavi al convento della ss. 

trinità;” di stefano et alii, “palermo. ricerche archeologiche.”
101  here a layer containing debris of melted metal and ash associated with materials 

dated to the 11th century lay on top of the structures of habitation perhaps datable to the 
9th–10th century: see supra and note 30.

102 in this case all there is to go on is a layer containing traces of combustion, metal 
debris and waste material from pottery production: spatafora, Da Panormus a Balarm, 
pp. 65–66.

103 of the two phases, the oldest is represented by a thick wall (m. 0,83 wide) built up 
out of “regular blocks of calcarenite bound together by earth mortar,” following a building 
technique quite “different from that used on the other medieval structures preserved in 
situ,” Fabiola ardizzone, “palermo. villa napoli : scavi 1998-notizie preliminari,” in rosa 
maria carra bonacasa, “monreale. palermo: ricerche di archeologia medievale,” Kokalos, 
43–44, ii/2, pp. 600–605. the structures in question delineate the rectangular perimeter of 
the norman (12th century) edifice, to which an artificial water basin was attached: carra 
bonacasa, “monreale. palermo,” pp. 593–94 and figs. 3–4. For the more recent excavations 
see also spatafora, Da Panormus a Balarm, pp. 75–77.
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residences embellished with water and with gardens in the area outside 
the cassaro (see supra).

Finally, according to the archaeological evidence, it was also mainly 
between the second half of the 10th and the first half of the 11th century 
that the two islamic cemeteries attested in palermo consistently located, 
in line with the preferred choice of many port cities in the muslim world, 
in two zones very close to the sea (see Fig. 3.2). the existence of a maqbara 
(cemetery) in the north-eastern area of the city (see Fig. 3.2, n° 11) is borne 
out by a series of stratified graves recently discovered in the area of the 
castello a mare104 (see Fig. 3.1, n° 12), which could indicate, as has already 
been said, an extension towards the shoreline of the cemetery attested 
from the 9th century in the area of castello s. pietro (see Fig. 3.1, n° 11; 
see supra). in addition, a second, multilayered cemetery, extending a con-
siderable distance and with a complex and diversified internal structure, 
occupied a large zone to the south-east of the city105 (see Fig. 3.2, n° 12). 
regarding a dating that in this case refers only to the later period in the 
islamic history of palermo, one is bound to ask oneself whether greater 
attention ought not to be paid to the evidence provided by the typologi-
cal differentiation of the tombs.106 as has been demonstrated for cases 
that are archaeologically well-known in the islamic world, and notably 
in spain, where this kind of research has been pursued with particular 
intensity, this type of evidence can provide fairly accurate historical infor-
mation. it might well, for example, contribute to a better understanding of 
the original moment of installation, and thereby help establish a terminus 
post quem for the phases of development of the vast maqbara area south-
east of palermo, if account is taken of the recorded presence there of some 
graves with a lateral closing.107 this type of tomb is in fact attested in 
spanish contexts as early as the 9th century onwards, for example in the 
puerta de toledo cemetery in Zaragoza and above all in the multilayered 
marroquìes bajos cemetery in Jaen, in which a correlation between the 

104 ibid., pp. 73–75.
105 the extension of this cemetery can be deduced of the localisation of sepultures, 

often multi-layered, in the areas indicated at Fig. 3.1, n° 18, 19, 20 and 22. see spatafora, 
“nuovi dati preliminari,” pp. 68–70, 75–77, figs. 6, 9, 12–14, 16 and elena pezzini, “problemi 
di topografia,” in alessandra bagnera, elena pezzini, ”i cimiteri di rito musulmano nella 
sicilia medievale. dati e problemi,” MEFRM 116/1 (2004), 234–59, in particular, pp. 243–44, 
255–57.

106 see alessandra bagnera, “note sulle modalità di sepoltura nelle necropoli di rito 
musulmano della sicilia medievale (X–Xiii secolo),” in bagnera, pezzini, “i cimiteri di rito 
musulmano,” pp. 259–302, in particular pp. 267–71, 284, 286–97, with bibliography. 

107 see ibid., pp. 290–91. 
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site’s different phases and the variations evident in the funerary rite is 
archaeologically demonstrated.108

conclusions

the information which derives from the archaeological evidence relating 
to islamic palermo thus conjures up a picture of an urban reality which must 
in every aspect have undergone a sudden, rapid process of definition from 
the second half of the 10th century onwards. this picture, characterised by 
a belated and accelerated development, to be attributed thus to the Kalbids 
alone, does not appear entirely compatible with a trajectory which the 
documentary sources allow us to delineate in a more gradual fashion, and 
which a dating, on stratigraphic grounds, of the maqbara of castello s. 
pietro (see Fig. 3.1, n° 11 and 3.2, n° 11; see supra) to some point in the 9th 
century justifies us in regarding as initiated long before.

the real identification of the dynamics through which palermo must 
have structured its facies in the islamic period can obviously not disre-
gard the support historical sources may derive from the archaeological 
evidence, the correct interpretation of which should entail a revision of 
the chronological markers and, first and foremost, that of glazed pottery 
with polychrome decoration.109

Furthermore, in order to reconsider the important questions of a  
historical, topographic and urbanistic order that still remain open, and 
likewise in order to place new researches on a sound footing, it might also 
prove helpful to shift the vantage point from which we have hitherto looked 
at islamic palermo. a major contribution in this respect may be made by 
the recent research into the medieval cities of the maghreb, which pro-
vide access to new evidence and suggest new methodological approaches 
regarding the origin, morphology, environmental impact, integration 
into trade networks etc. of the cities founded between the 9th and the 
12th century.110 on the other hand, the criteria by which palermo was 
recast were themselves new, restructuring the urban layout through the 

108 see José luis serrano peña, Juan carlos castillo armenteros, “las necrópolis  
medievales de marroquíes bajos, (Jaen). avance de las investigaciones arqueológicas,” 
Arqueología y Territorio Medieval 7 (2000), 93–120; pilar Galvé izquierdo and José a. 
benavente serrano, “la necrópolis islámica de la puerta de toledo de Zaragoza,” in Actas IV 
Congreso de Arqueología Medieval Española, (Alicante, 1993) (alicante, 1995), pp. 383–90.

109 see supra and note 6.
110 see cressier, “ville médiévale.” 
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expansion beyond the ancient nucleus of the cassaro which was launched 
with the foundation by the Fatimids in 937–38 of the Khāliṣa. on the basis 
of this plan the city acquired the poly-nuclear structure brought back to 
life for us by ibn Ḥawqal and subsequently by the Kitāb Gharāʾib al-funūn 
(see Fig. 3.2); a city whose evolution seems moreover to have borne in 
mind the models, apparently always updated, of the various capitals in 
the Fatimid area.

to focus upon the grid of analysis, taking on board the problems and 
the advances arising out of the most recent researches into islamic sicily, 
but also the far-reaching implications of those conducted up until now 
in the maghreb and in ifrīqiya, essentially entails situating the questions 
raised by the genesis of palermo in a novel perspective,111 thereby also 
inserting the sicilian capital into the lively debate about the processes of 
urban structuring and about the profile of the islamic mediaeval cities.

111 see bagnera, “palermo in età islamica.” 
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Walls of the Ancient city (Madinat Balarm /Al-Qasr)
Corso Vittorio Emanuele, inside the Cassaro (simaṭ)
Corso Vittorio Emanuele, prolungated outside of the Cassaro
Via Alloro Piazza Marina Cala
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1- palazzo dei normanni, sale del duca di montalto; 2- porta nuova; 3- nuova pretura; 
4- palazzo arcivescovile; 5- via dell’incoronazione; 6- cattedrale; 7- via d’alessi; 8- museo 
archeologico regionale “antonio salinas”; 9- porta dei patitelli (Bāb al-Baḥr); 10- san 
domenico, chiostro; 11- Quartiere castello-s. pietro: area del saggio b; 12- castello a 
mare (torre mastra); 13- via del parlamento; 14- san Francesco, convento; 15- ss. trinità 
(magione), convento; 16- palazzo bonagia; 17- palazzo sambuca; 18- chiesa della Gancia; 
19- palazzo abatellis; 20- oratorio dei bianchi; 21- via torremuzza; 22- piazza Kalsa; 23- 
santa maria della catena; 24- palazzo chiaromonte (steri);

Fig. 3.1. map of palermo giving the location of the various sites from the islamic 
period and of the monuments mentioned in the text (map based upon carta 
tecnica 1 : 5000, soprintendenza bb.cc.aa. di palermo, ritaglio Foglio 5011 and 

designed by a. bagnera)
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1- villa napoli (cuba soprana); 2- la Zisa; 3- la cuba; 4- Quartiere di denisinni (parte del 
Muʿaskar?); 5- porta nuova (Xvi sec.); 6- river Kemonia; 7- river papireto (Wādī al-Rūṭa); 
8- corso vittorio emanuele (simaṭ); 9- cathedral (masjid al-jāmiʿ ?); 10- porta dei patitelli 
(Bāb al-Baḥr); 11- cemetery (Maqbara north-east, hypothetical extension); 12- cemetery 
(Maqbara south-west; hypothetical extension)

Fig. 3.2. map of palermo showing the location of norman solacia (12th century) in  
relation to the islamic city in the western suburban zone and of the porta nuova 
(16th century) (map, and the location of the quarters mentioned by ibn Ḥawqal 
(973), based upon spatafora, “da panormos a balarm”, fig. at p. 25; graphic a. bagnera)

Areas Norman solacia

Gate of the XVIth century Rivers

Balarm/al-Qaṣr

 

N

N° N°

N° N°

Ḥarāt al-Ṣaqāliba

Ḥarāt al-Masjid

Ḥarāt al-jadīda

Al-Khāliṣa

Al-Yahūd

3

4

21

Abū Ḥimār

5

6

8

7

9

10

11

12



Palermo exPerienced, Palermo imagined. 
arabic and islamic culture between the 9th and  

the 12th century

mirella cassarino

in order to delineate the characteristics of arabic and of the cultures that 
were expressed in arabic in Palermo between the 9th and the 12th centu-
ries, it is necessary to entertain some preliminary considerations, which 
are closely interlinked and which concern not only the themes at issue, 
the timespan and the sites in which they are inscribed, but also the com-
plex perspectives implicit in the very concept of culture.

First of all, the choice to employ in my title the term “arabic” and not 
“the arabic language” stems from the now scientifically established fact 
that linguistic—that is, stylistic, dialectal and sociolinguistic—variation 
is inherent in the history of arabic. this history, one yet to be written so 
far as the maghribian area is concerned, implies, in the case of sicily also, 
an approach which takes into account the recent advances in dialectology 
through which we are able to appraise, where documentation is available, 
not only the classical language, fuṣḥà or faṣīḥa, and the texts produced 
in it, but also mixed varieties and fragmentary dialectal realities.1 such 
varieties depend upon historical and linguistic antecedents, and therefore 
upon the process of arabisation in sicily, upon the linguistic baggage of 
the conquerors, upon the pre-existing elements from other dialectal areas, 
as well as on the substrate and adstrate languages.2

sicily under islamic domination presents the same characteristics as 
may be found in other conquered territories. relations within islam itself 
and within the other social contexts, and between a dominant islam and 
the dominated christian and Jewish religious communities were somewhat 

1  it was with this aim in mind that giras (gruppo internazionale di ricerca sull’arabo 
di sicilia) was founded in 2005. amongst the first fruits of the investigations conducted by 
certain members of the group, let me simply mention the publication of the XII Incontro 
di Linguistica Camito-semitica (Afroasiatica). Atti, ed. marco moriggi (soveria mannelli, 
2008).

2 see adalgisa de simone, Spoglio antroponimico delle giaride arabo-greche dei diplomi 
editi da Salvatore Cusa (rome, 1979); dionysius a. agius, Siculo Arabic (london, 1996) and 
alex metcalfe, Muslims and Christians in Norman Sicily. Arabic Speakers and the End of 
Islam (london, 2003).
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complex and conflict-ridden. For some years now we have been witness to 
a progressive dismantling of the traditional, ideologically slanted historio-
graphical literature, which describes the expansion of islam as rapid and 
total, despite the complex processes which are connoted by it and which 
certainly must also have occurred in sicily, where some christian com-
munities, for the most part located in the north-eastern part of the island, 
continued to subsist3 and where christians employed greek and arabic 
to express themselves, even in writing.4 a number of studies, serving to 
present recently discovered texts or to propose unfamiliar interpretations 
of already known materials, have played a crucial role in consolidating 
this picture.5

Furthermore, it is necessary to refer to the presence of the Jews in sicily, 
a topic covered in the present volume by giuseppe mandalà. my own con-
cern here is simply to recall that it is to them that we owe the survival of 
arabic written in hebrew characters,6 in the centuries from the islamic 
conquest up until the expulsion in 1492. nor, finally, should we forget, 
even if the topic transcends Palermo, the role of the berbers, studied by 

3 see Vera von Falkenhausen, “il monachesimo greco in sicilia,” in cosimo d. Fonseca, 
ed., La Sicilia rupestre nel contesto delle civiltà mediterranee (galatina, 1986), pp. 135–74; 
henri bresc, “arab christians in the western mediterranean (xith–xiiith centuries),” 
Library of Mediterranean History 1 (1994), 3–45; id., “la propriété foncière des musulmans 
dans la sicile du xiie siècle: trois documents inédits,” in Del nuovo sulla Sicilia musulmana 
(Atti della Giornata di Studio, Roma, 3 maggio 1993) (rome, 1995), pp. 69–97; id. and ann-
liese nef, “les mozarabes de sicile (1100–1300),” in enrico cuozzo and Jean-marie martin, 
eds., Cavalieri alla conquista del Sud. Studi sull’Italia normanna in memoria di Léon-Robert 
Ménager (rome and bari, 1998), pp. 134–56 and annliese nef, “l’histoire des ‘mozarabes’ 
de sicile. bilan provisoire et nouveaux matériaux,” in cyrille aillet, maite Penelas, Philippe 
roisse, eds., Existe una identida mozárabe? (madrid, 2008), pp. 273–277; benedetto clausi 
and Vincenza milazzo, “la città medievale dai bizantini agli aragonesi,” in Fulvio mazza, 
ed., Catania. Storia Cultura Economia. Le città della Sicilia (soveria mannelli, 2008), 
pp. 79–163; giuseppe mandalà and marcello moscone, “tra latini, greci e ‘arabici’: ricerche 
su scrittura e cultura a Palermo fra xii e xiii secolo,” Segno e Testo 7 (2009), 174–231. 

4 metcalfe, Muslims and Christians in Norman Sicily, pp. 15–21.
5 i would like to thank giuseppe mandalà, who has informed me of the future publica-

tion of the edition and translation in al-Qanṭara of a treatise in arabic on martyrdom, first 
presented at the international conference The Legal Status of Dhimmis in the Muslim West 
in the Middle Ages, held in madrid, 24–25th march 2011. see also annliese nef, “le statut 
des dhimmī-s dans la sicile aghlabide (827–910),” forthcoming in the Proceedings of the 
above-mentioned conference.

6 see giuseppe mandalà, “un codice arabo in caratteri ebraici dalla trapani degli 
abbate (Vat. ebr. 358),” Sefarad 71/1 (2011), 7–24. see also henri bresc, Livre et societé en 
Sicile (1299–1499) (Palermo, 1971). 
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leonard chiarelli.7 new sources, as and when they come to light, will per-
haps in future allow us to assess their linguistic practices in sicily.8

the picture is further complicated, however, by the chronotopical 
dimension in which we move here. the centuries between the 9th and 
the 13th are marked by the advent of a sequence of different forms of 
domination: islamic, with its various dynasties, norman, and swabian, 
and these in the course of a few centuries gave rise to important and com-
plex processes of linguistic, social, economic and political change, and of 
acculturation. it is therefore not by chance that what we might define as 
phases of relative adjustment, namely, the Kalbid (948–c. 1040) and nor-
man interludes (1072–1189), should have seemed to be the most significant 
and flourishing periods so far as cultural production is concerned.

the question of periodisation is therefore of fundamental importance 
if we are to distinguish the different phases and modalities which have 
characterised the presence and status of arabic and islam in sicily. From 
827 up until the norman conquest, in the mid-11th century, the island was, 
at first in part and then entirely, a region within the dār al-Islām, that is 
to say, a land directly under islamic jurisdiction, initially ruled by gover-
nors appointed by the aghlabid emirs of Qayrawān, and then, from c. 910, 
coming under the domination of the Fatimids, and finally, from 948, being 
entrusted by the latter to the Kalbid dynasty, which governed the island 
quite independently. once the Kalbid emirate had collapsed, sicily was 
plunged into a phase of disorder and conflict ( fitna) engendered by three 
leaders, two of them berbers, who fought for overall supremacy.9 after a 
long, hotly contested war waged between 1060 and 1091, the militias led by 
the hauteville won back the island for christendom. sicily became a place 
of emigration and a land inhabited by islamic communities subservient to 
christian sovereigns, initially the norman hauteville and then the hohen-
staufen, up until the deportation of the muslims to lucera, in 1246, by 
Frederick ii. with the coming of the normans, the islamic communities’ 

7 see “the ibadya in muslim sicily. From the conquest to lucera?”, abstract of the 
communication presented by this same scholar to the symposium held at the università di 
napoli “l’orientale” from 28 to 30 may 2012, Ibady Theology. Rereading Sources and Scholarly 
Works (http://www.unior.it/doc_db/doc_obj_7004_31–03–2012_4f771934591cc.pdf ). see also 
his recent volume, A History of Muslim Sicily (malta, 2011). 

8 see metcalfe, Muslims and Christians, p. 176.
9 For a clear survey of the more complex, and less known periods in the history of sicily, 

i refer the reader to Jeremy Johns, “arabic sources for sicily,” Proceedings of the British 
Academy 132 (2007), 341–60 and Ferdinando maurici, Castelli medievali della Sicilia. Dai 
Bizantini ai Normanni (Palermo, 1992). 

http://www.unior.it/doc_db/doc_obj_7004_31-03-2012_4f771934591cc.pdf
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circumstances wholly altered, and they thus came to be enclosed within 
a regime of coexistence, one which was not always peaceful, and which 
was multi-ethnic (the helleno-byzantine peoples of sicily, arabs, berbers, 
andalusians, Jews and latins of diverse origin), multicultural and pluri-
confessional (Judaism, christianity, various forms of islam), a state of 
affairs caused by very specific choices and cultural policies, which were 
far from idyllic, and which were designed to spread and propagate the 
ideology of the newly established sovereign power both inside and out-
side the kingdom.10 arabic, however, continued to be one of the three 
official languages employed.11 although still in evidence at the time of the 
emperor Frederick, its place, and that of islamic culture itself, had altered, 
and in any case his reign falls outside the bounds of the present chapter.12 
in taking the measure of the chronology, that is, the sequence of periods 
of islamic, norman and swabian domination, of fundamental importance 
in any reconstruction of cultural life in sicily, it is however necessary to 
grasp its enmeshing, at any rate in the first phase, with events in islam in 
general and in maghribian islam in particular, since the latter was con-
figured as a “mediterranean” phenomenon. implicit in this approach, but 
sometimes taken for granted and never sufficiently emphasised, is the 
question of the definition of “middle ages” applied to the cultural, social 
and political history of islam in centuries which coincide, in part, with the 
period under review in the present contribution. the years which, in the 
“eurocentric” system of periodisation of world history, were considered 
to be a phase of obscurantism, coincided with the moment of maximal 
islamic expansion and with the development of the corresponding cul-
tural system.13

Finally, the spaces in which cultural production should be set likewise 
merit some preliminary consideration: if we except the norman period, 
it is not always an easy matter to isolate Palermo geographically from 
the more complex sicilian and maghribian realities.14 during the islamic 

10 gianvito resta, “la cultura siciliana dell’età normanna,” in Atti del Congresso Inter-
nazionale di Studi sulla Sicilia normanna (Palermo, 4–8 dicembre 1972) (Palermo, 1973), 
pp. 263–78.

11  Karla mallette, “translating sicily,” Medieval Encounters 9/1 (2003), 140–63.
12 i would refer the reader to the chapter in the book by benoît grévin.
13 see leonardo capezzone, La trasmissione del sapere nell’Islam medievale (roma, 

1998); bianca scarcia amoretti, “Profilo della realtà arabo-islamica medievale,” in bianca 
scarcia amoretti, ed., Lo spazio letterario del medioevo 3. Le culture circostanti. II, La cultura 
arabo-islamica, (rome, 2003), pp. 67–106.

14 annliese nef and Vivien Prigent, eds., La Sicile de Byzance à l’Islam (Paris, 2010).
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phase, sicily entered with full rights into the orbit of maghribian islam, 
long perceived to be alien and marginal by the arabs from the east. the 
principal points of reference were tunisia, and Qayrawān in particular, 
egypt and al-andalus. what shawqī Ḍayf asserts in his history of literature, 
which includes a section dedicated to sicily, that no important book com-
posed in Qayrawān ever failed to reach the island,15 should be extended 
to all spheres of knowledge that were cultivated here.

cultural production in Palermo, or related to that city, will be considered, 
for the above-mentioned reasons, both in the context of the real, complex, 
dialectical relationship between residence and place of passage, and in 
the context of literary construction and hence as a space, even a symbolic 
one, sedimented within those representations of the imaginary, some-
times with an ideological connotation, which enabled arabic language 
authors to represent, recast and reinvent sicily and its capital city. i will 
likewise strive, to the degree that the sources permit such a reconstruc-
tion, to bring out, sometimes in filigree, the developments of cultural life, 
considering them both at court and in the spaces beyond it.

the approach that i will adopt is that of cultural studies, an approach 
well-suited to the actual structure which presides over the articulation 
of knowledge in islamic civilisation, characterised from its origins by 
“modernity,” both with regard to contents (one merely has to consider 
the progress achieved in the field of the sciences, the work of al-idrīsī 
being the emblematic example here), and with respect to its particular 
epistemological stance and the modes of its structuration, manifestation 
and transmission. such an approach, disregarding divisions between the 
various humanities, addressing the relationship between knowledge and 
power, and recovering aesthetics as a discipline attuned to the phenomenon 
of artistic sensibility, may be better suited to grasping the characteristics 
of sicilian production in arabic, too often defined as “conventional” or 
“repetitive” and considered solely in relation to its in fact by no means 
negligible documentary value.

religious life

as is the case in all conquered territories, it is reasonable to suppose that 
in sicily also the first act of the invaders was to put down roots and to 

15 see vol. 9 of the Taʾrīkh al-adab al-ʿarabī [History of Arabic Literature], entitled ʿAsr 
al-duwal waʾl-imārāt. Libiyiā, Tūnis, Saqalliyya (cairo, 1992), p. 360.
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nurture their own culture. consider, for example, the fact that the above-
mentioned asad b. al-Furāt, carefully chosen by the emir Ziyādat allāh 
di Qayrawān as commander-in-chief of the troops that had landed 
on the island, was a celebrated and brilliant jurisconsult.16 he had been 
the personal pupil of mālik b. anas in medina and had benefited from 
the teaching of various disciples of abū Ḥanīfa in ‘irāq. he had himself 
composed an important legal work entitled Asadiyya, and in ifrīqiya he 
had become a judge and an expert in the science of ḥadīth. the surviving 
testimonies, though in large part subsequent to the actual phase of con-
quest, show us a Palermo—revealingly named as the city of the Prophet, 
al-madīna,17 or compared with other significant cities like al-Fustat, the 
ancient cairo—that is an important centre, and not only spiritually, of 
maghribian islam.

amongst the sources at our disposal, travel accounts merit fresh scru-
tiny, owing to the nature of the narratives they contain and the propen-
sity of the narrators to use them to recast their experience.18 if, as is well 
known, they were used as guides by the traveller-pilgrim, to whom they 
must have offered information of a practical and religious nature, they 
also often became a narration of personal experience, displaying the nar-
rator’s own points of view, impressions and idiosyncrasies. the travel diary 
thus ended up shedding the vaguer aspects of the genre and emerging as 
one of the modes of the adab.19 Precisely because this textual typology 
was inscribed in a complex scriptorial tradition, which often availed itself 
of the quotation of passages and descriptions by others, in which report 
and memorialistic narration ran seamlessly one into the other, we need 
to reassess its documentary value and to clarify how useful it is for the 

16 on this figure: annliese nef, “comment les aghlabides ont décidé de conquérir la 
sicile . . .”, Annales islamologiques 45 (2011), 191–212. 

17 see umberto rizzitano, Storia e cultura della Sicilia saracena (Palermo, 1975), p. 152; 
adalgisa de simone, “Palermo nei geografi e viaggiatori arabi del medioevo,” Studi Maghri-
bini 2 (1968), 129–89: p. 134.

18 emanuele Kanceff, “il viaggio e le sue letture: prolegomeni a un discorso di metodo,” in 
giovanna scianatico and raffaele ruggiero, eds., Questioni odeporiche. Modelli e momenti 
del viaggio Adriatico (bari, 2007), pp. 65–76.

19 on adab, a polysemic term customarily used to refer to works whose purpose was to 
transmit knowledge using, in addition, delectatio, i shall simply refer here to seger adri-
anus bonebakker, “Adab and the concept of belles-lettres,” in Julia ashtiany et al, eds., 
ʿAbbasid Belles-Lettres (cambridge, 1990), pp. 16–30 and On Fiction and Adab in Medieval 
Arabic Literature, ed. Philip Kennedy (wiesbaden, 2005). For adab as system within which 
different literary modes may be identified, i will take the liberty of referring to mirella 
cassarino, “système, genre et mode dans la littérature arabe classique,” Synergies, Monde 
arabe 6 (2009), 55–71.
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purposes of historical reconstruction. one of the most important areas in 
which it can help to shed light is precisely that of the history of mentali-
ties, inasmuch as the dimension of self-scrutiny expresses a particular and 
original mode of perceiving and representing otherness and elsewhere. 
the representation of Palermo and of the Palermitans evident in the 
works of ibn Ḥawqal and of ibn Jubayr embodies a tension between the 
authors’ preoccupation with their own self-image and place of origin and 
the novelty represented by the experience of the other lived by both men 
in the first person and recounted in two different works subject to their 
own particular logic. each text contains a series of topoi suspended in a 
fine mesh of cross-references which are not always readily traceable. this 
accounts for the caricatural image of the sicilians, encountered when the 
island was in the middle of the Kalbid regency, which ibn Ḥawqal depicts 
in his Kitāb Ṣūrat al-arḍ, at many points relying on the earlier account of 
al-iṣṭakhrī (who died in 951). when appraising ibn Ḥawqal’s travel narra-
tive, a further set of elements needs to be taken into account. First of all, 
we should bear in mind the fact of his coming originally from the mashriq, 
having been born and having lived for a time in the region of the Jazīra, 
in upper mesopotamia, where the maghrib must long have been viewed 
as alien and marginal; furthermore, although it is by no means certain 
that he was a supporter of the Fatimid daʿwa, we can nonetheless affirm, 
not least because of the professions of faith to be found in his writings, that 
he sympathised with their policy.20 his work could therefore give voice to 
a disillusion deriving from the realisation that sicily retained little of the 
Fatimid character of the empire.21 all these elements help to make up the 
tessellae of a representation of a muslim world marked by a pronounced 
“otherness,” alien to the mental panorama of this traveller, and to explain 
the distorted image of the sicilians, verging on that of the “noble savage,” 
which he projected. in general, moreover, the geographers and travellers 
of the period had recourse to a “proto-ethnological” approach, their aim 
being to represent the territories visited through the points of similitude 
or contrast between their own culture and those of others.

it is therefore no accident that the description of Palermo left to us by 
ibn Jubayr is markedly different from that of ibn Ḥawqal, and not only on 

20 see andré miquel, “ibn hawḳal”, in EI2, iii, pp. 810–11 and La géographie humaine du 
monde musulman jusqu’au milieu du XIe s. (Paris, 1967), pp. 299–309. 

21  yann dejugnat, Le voyage d‘Occident et d‘Orient des lettrés d‘al-Andalus: genèse et 
affirmation d‘une culture du voyage (xie–xiiie siècle), thèse de doctorat, Paris 1 Panthéon 
sorbonne, 2010.
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account of the temporal disjuncture between the two works. ibn Jubayr 
was a pious man, who appears to have been committed to teaching the 
tradition and sufism; he came from al-andalus, and therefore from a part 
of the maghrib which had much in common with sicily, as he himself says 
in defining it, and not by chance, as the latter’s sister in many respects, 
in its fertility, its wealth, its art and its grandeur; and, finally, he visited 
Palermo at a time when the normans were its undisputed rulers. his 
“gaze” seems to be imbued with exoticism, on account of the fascination 
exercised on him by an unknown place, and with a note of melancholy, 
because the island was now a space “lost” to islam, a sentiment height-
ened by the reconquista just then under way in the iberian peninsula.22

taking into account the above-mentioned aspects, which follow from 
the adaptation evident in the two authors’ cognitive structures, these 
last being conditioned in their turn by cultural background, such works 
offer valuable insights into religious life in islamic Palermo. numerous 
mosques were to be found there, according to ibn Ḥawqal (who died 
c. 981) and al-muqaddasī, both of whom lived in the 10th century, and 
likewise according to later travellers, amongst them ibn Jubayr (died 1217), 
who visited the city between the end of 1184 and the beginning of 1185.

it is not easy to establish with any certainty exactly which forms of 
islam were professed in sicily in the first two centuries of the conquest. 
although the majority of muslims on the island were in all probability loyal 
to the sunni tendency, the situation, as in the other muslim territories, 
must have been more complex than it appears in the very scarce contem-
porary testimonies. we must bear in mind that, from c. 910 and for over a 
century, the island was ruled by a succession of Fatimid caliphs, who, as is 
well known, upheld the daʿwa of the ismailian shīʿa, and, though always in 
a minority, here too followers of shiʿism cannot have been lacking. close 
scrutiny of the shiʿite sources might serve to enhance our understanding 
of Fatimid history in sicily and in the muslim west in general.23

a study by François déroche of the corpus of maghribian parchment 
Korans has described in detail a manuscript preserved in the nuruos-
maniye library of istanbul whose decorative motifs recall “the painted 

22 yann dejugnat, “Voyage au centre du monde. logiques narratives et cohérence du 
projet dans la riḥla d’ibn Jubayr,” in henri bresc and emmanuelle tixier du mesnil, eds., 
Géographes et voyageurs au Moyen Âge (nanterre, 2010), pp. 163–207.

23 some scholars, among them Farhat dachraoui, Le Califat Fatimide au Maghrib (909–
975) (tunis, 1981) and antonino Pellitteri, I Fatimidi e la Sicilia (sec. X) (Palermo, 1997), 
actually go so far as to speak of reappraising, correcting and revising their history.
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inscriptions of the friezes” in the great mosque of Qayrawān.24 in the 
colophon, which gives the place and date of the copy’s execution, we 
read that it was carried out “bi-madīnat Ṣiqilliya,”25 in the year 372 of 
the hegira (982–983). the citation of verses 77–80 of the sūra lVi within 
one decoration26 and, in particular, of verse 78 which refers to the “Kitāb 
maknūn” (the “hidden book”), alludes to an anti-mutazilite profession of 
faith. this particular copy’s date of execution tallies with that of the death 
of the third Kalbid emir, alī b. Ḥasan, whose reign coincided with a period 
of glorious achievement for islamic sicily, which depended only nomi-
nally on the Fatimid caliphate of cairo. the use of such a formula, which 
was fairly widespread in the maghrib in this period, suggests that in all 
probability the controversy over the created or uncreated nature of the 
sacred text was still a real preoccupation in this part of the maghrib. Fur-
thermore, we know that these same themes, such as predestination or the 
created or uncreated nature of the Koran, debated in other islamic centres 
of the mashriq,27 were of central importance to scholars of fiqh and of 
theology in Qayrawān. it is well known that the maghribian city was a 
nest of sects and of beliefs: Kharijism had assumed a certain importance, 
so much so that the relevant theology was taught in some institutions; 
murgite ʿulamāʾ were likewise active there, and muʿtazilism, professed at 
the aghlabid court, must have been practised by many intellectuals, even 
if they were in a minority and already in decline. given such a complex 
picture, and taking into account the mobility of muslim scholars, who, 
through travel, devoted themselves to research and to the transmission 
of knowledge, one may suppose that the copy of the Koran in question is 
proof of the richness of cultural life and of the debates in course even in 
Palermo. the exquisite workmanship lavished on the book could perhaps 
reflect a desire, on the part of the court, to leave a mark of its own might 
and greatness in the context of the campaign, under way throughout the 
maghrib, to promote the sunni tendency.

Furthermore, the taṣawwuf, that is, sufism, was probably not unknown 
in sicily from the Kalbid period on, and practised by various awliyāʾ 

24 François déroche, “cercles et entrelacs: format et décor des corans maghrébins 
médiévaux,” Comptes-rendus des stance de l’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, 145e 
année/1 (2001), 593–620.

25 which is what Palermo is called in various testimonies from geographers, travellers 
and poets, but also on coins : giovanni oman, s.v. “siḳilliyya,” EI2, ix, p. 612.

26 déroche, “cercles et entrelacs,” p. 601.
27 Ḥasan Ḥusni ʿabd al-wahhāb, Waraqāt ʿan al-ḥaḍāra al-ʿarabiyya bi-l-Ifriqiyā 

al-tūnisiyya (tunis, 1965–1966).
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Allāh28 (“intimates of god” or muslim saints), some of whom were authors 
of important works. one merely has to consider abū bakr al-samanṭārī 
(died 1072), author of the Guide for Seekers after Spiritual Perfection, in 
10 volumes,29 or abū ʾl-Qāsim al-Ṣiqillī (died c. 996),30 who would seem 
to have introduced sufi ideas into the maghrib and composed, among 
other works, some of which are even today still unpublished, an impor-
tant treatise entitled The Lights of the Science of Secrets and the Stations, 
better known as Anwār al-Ṣiqillī (The Lights of al-Ṣiqillī).31 the words used 
by ibn Jubayr to describe the ribāṭ of Qaṣr saʿd, a site close to Palermo, 
which he visited in 1184, during the reign of william ii, are very telling. 
this site seems to have been a place of pilgrimage, inhabited by persons 
who were temperate and “dedicated to the ascetic life.”32 of particular 
interest to us, because it confirms that such places already existed in the 
10th century, is the glimpse ibn Ḥawqal, ibn Jubayr’s successor, offers us 
of the ribāṭāt, half hermitages and half fortresses, situated on the coast.33 
ibn Ḥawqal describes them as places in which there gathered the most 
motley and depraved people, incapable of distinguishing what was farḍ, 
that is, a believer’s obligation, from what was sunna, that is, custom. such 
places were, he said, inhabited by personages who, instead of swelling the 
ranks of those devoted to the jihād, proved to be false mystics devoid of 
any sincere religious sentiment.34

the pious practice of ribāṭ was one of the most widespread in islam, par-
ticularly in ifrīqiyā, as the testimony of al-mālikī, a jurist from Qayrawān, 
suggests. the latter recounts, in a work of a biographical nature entitled 
Riyāḍ al-nufūs, the words of saḥnūn, the founder of malikism in the 
maghrib, regarding the act of ribāṭ just performed by him, together with 
his companions, in the month of ramaḍān, in the Qaṣr of monastir.35 in 

28 see umberto rizzitano, “la cultura araba normanna e sveva,” in rosario romeo, ed., 
Storia della Sicilia, iV (Palermo, 1980), pp. 88–89, and in this regard the study by Francesco 
barone, “islam in sicilia nel xii e xiii secolo: ortoprassi, scienze religiose e taṣawwuf,” 
Incontri mediterranei. Rivista semestrale di storia e cultura 6/2 (2003), 104–115.

29 see BAS ar., 1: 119 and BAS it., 1: 158–159. 
30 see iḥsān ʿabbās, Muʿjam al-ʿulamāʾ waʾl-shuʿarāʾ al-Ṣiqiliyyīn [dictionary of sicilian 

learned men and Poets] (beirut, 1994), p. 18. 
31  ed. aḥmad Farīd al-mazidī (beirut, 2000).
32 ibn Jubayr, Viaggio in Ispagna, Sicilia, Siria e Palestina, Mesopotamia, Arabia, Egitto, 

transl. celestino schiaparelli (second edn. Palermo, 1995), p. 230 and ibn Jubayr, BAS it., 
1: p. 125.

33 see maurici, Castelli medievali della Sicilia, p. 140. 
34 see BAS ar., 1: 15; BAS it., 1: 19. 
35 see christophe Picard, “la mer et le sacré en islam médiéval,” Revue des Mondes 

Musulmans et de la Méditerranée, 130 (2011), p. 14. 
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actual fact the practice of ribāṭ seems to have been encouraged and institu-
tionalised by the omayyad caliphs first of all, and by the abbasid caliphs. it 
was in 796 that the latter ordered the governors on the frontier to build the 
first ribāṭ, amongst them the abovementioned Qaṣr of monastir.36 such 
sites were institutionalised as pious foundations (waqf or ḥabūs),37 and 
at the same time were frequented by devout men, so that they have been 
considered to be the first centres of ascetic practice in relationship with 
the sea. only by crossing the mediterranean was it possible, in ifrīqiya, to 
win new ground for islam and to establish there new contexts of sacrality. 
it was in fact the peculiar characteristics of the sea, at once positive but, 
above all, negative, that enabled the believer to sublimate his own acts, 
by placing him before a physical element that was alien and threatening. 
and it was always the sheer vastness of the sea, its unbounded nature and 
its plenitude, that served to engender the force of contemplation which 
rendered the ribāṭ the favoured sites of the future sufi confraternities 
and spaces offering a privileged relationship between sacrality and the 
sea. one should likewise bear in mind that the geographer and traveller 
al-Ḥimyarī also devotes a page to the Qaṣr saʿd, and in his Kitāb ar-rawḍ 
al-Miʿṭār fī khabar al-aqtār (The Book of the Scented Garden with News of 
Other Lands),38 written in the 13th–14th century, speaks of it as “a place 
of grace and benediction.”39 yet the most interesting information, prob-
ably drawn from other sources, which al-Ḥimyarī furnishes regarding this 
place, allowing us to venture a comparison between the religious practices 
enacted in the Qaṣr saʿd with the act of ribāṭ performed by saḥnūn and 
his companions in the Qaṣr of monastir, concerns the fact that an imām 
there “performs with the inhabitants of the castle the obligatory prayers 
along with the supplementary ones in the month of ramaḍān.”40

36 see id. and a. borrut, “rābaṭa, ribāṭ, rābiṭa: une institution à reconsidérer,” in 
Chrétiens et Musulmans en Méditerranée médiévale (VIIIe–XIIIe siècle) (Poitiers, 2003), 
pp. 33–65.

37 see randi deguilhem, “the waqf in the city,” in salma Khadra Jayyusi et al, eds., The 
City in the Islamic World (leiden, 2008), 2, pp. 923–950. 

38 For the publication of the information relating to italy: umberto rizzitano, “l’italia 
nel Kitāb Rawḍ al-Miʿṭār fī khabar al-aqtār di ibn ʿabd al-munʿim al-Ḥimyarī,” Bulletin 
of the Faculty of Arts, Cairo University xViii/i (1956), 129–182 and 9–18 for the preamble  
in italian. the complete edition, published in beirut in 1975, was brought out by iḥsān 
ʿabbās. 

39 La descrizione dell’Italia nel Rawḍ al-Miʿṭār di al-Ḥimyarī, trad. it. adalgisa de simone 
(mazara del Vallo, 1984), pp. 67–68.

40 ibid., p. 68.
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religious Praxis and the religious sciences

the sources suggest that the religious life of the muslims in Palermo was 
fairly well organised. indeed, the city, at any rate so far as the literary 
imaginary was concerned, assumes the guise of the most important and 
the richest centre on the island, surrounded by imposing walls and there-
fore more readily defended, very fertile and economically and culturally 
active,41 well placed, in short, to make the best possible contribution to 
the process of islamisation and arabisation.42

aside from the abovementioned ribāṭ, the other islamic places of wor-
ship were the mosques. the most famous ones in the capital seem to have 
been the Friday mosques located in the cassaro and in the Kalsa, but lesser 
mosques43 situated in a range of other quarters are also attested. indeed, a 
specific quarter of Palermo, that of ibn saqlāb,44 was actually named after 
a mosque. as elsewhere in the muslim world, so too in Palermo, instruc-
tion in the religious sciences took place in the kuttāb and in the madāris 
attached to the mosques. in these latter, as ibn Jubayr in fact recounts, 
schoolteachers were also trained. their instruction involved, in the main, 
three traditional disciplines, that is, the fiqh or science of law, the ḥadīth, 
that is, the study of the sayings and deeds of the prophet muḥammad, 
and the Koranic qirāʾāt regarding the variants in the reading of the sacred 
text of islam. once sunnism had become established across the whole 
of the maghrib, the juridical school followed in sicily was the malikite,45 
although the ḥanafite school had proselytes in the islamic west, thanks 

41  see annliese nef, “les élites savantes urbaines dans la sicile islamique d’après les 
dictionnaires biographiques arabes,” MEFRM 116/1 (2004), 451–70. 

42 as regards the important role of the cities in the processes of arabisation and isla-
misation in the maghrib, see bernard rosenberger, “les villes et l’arabisation. Fonctions 
des centres urbains du magrib al-aqsa (Viiie–xVe s.),” in Jorge aguadé, Patrice cressier 
and Ángeles Vicente, eds., Peuplement et arabisation au Maghrib Occidental. Dialectologie 
et histoire (madrid and Zaragoza, 1998), pp. 39–52. see also adalgisa de simone, “i luoghi 
della cultura arabo-islamica,” in giosuè musca, ed., Centri di produzione della cultura nel 
Mezzogiorno normanno-svevo. Atti delle dodicesime giornate normanno-sveve (bari, 1997), 
pp. 55–87.

43 see de simone, La descrizione dell’Italia, p. 144.
44 ibid., p. 147.
45 umberto rizzitano, Storia e cultura nella Sicilia saracena, op. cit., pp. 207–215; 

william granara, “islamic education and the transmission of Knowledge in muslim 
sicily,” in Joseph e. lowry, devin J. stewart and shawkat m. toorawa, eds., Law and Educa-
tion in Medieval Islam. Studies in memory of Professor George Makdisi (chippenham, 2004), 
pp. 150–73; ʿabd al-wahhāb, Waraqāt ʿan al-ḥaḍāra al-ʿarabiyya; mohamed talbi, “al-biʾa 
allātī anshaʾat al-saḥnūn: ʿālim al-Qayrawān,” in id., Etudes d’histoire ifriqienne et de civili-
sation musulmane médiévale (tunis, 1982), pp. 91–164. 
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in part to learned men, originally from Qayrawān, who taught in Palermo. 
the mosque of sīdī ‘uqba, which was indeed in Qayrawān, played a fun-
damental part in the promotion of the ḥanafite school.46 the triumph 
of malikism in north africa was due, in particular, to saḥnūn b. saʿīd 
(777–855), whose work, entitled Mudawwana, met with more success 
than did the work entitled Muwattaʿ, by the actual head of the malikite 
school. the Mudawwana was studied at Qayrawān by a great number of 
students coming from every corner of the islamic world, and they in their 
turn publicised it in their respective countries.47 the fuqahā’, precisely on 
account of their direct engagement with the problems of the community, 
played an important role in mediating between “high” and “low,” between 
court and city square, not only as regards the transmission of knowledge, 
but also in terms of their function as repositories of the juridico-religious 
tradition. although the prosopographic sources have only left us a few 
details regarding a small number of learned men, it is worth recalling 
the activities in sicily of a pupil of asad b. al-Furāt, that is, abū yaḥyà 
aḥmad b. muḥammad b. Qādim (died 861), and a pupil of saḥnūn, ʿabd 
allāh b. Ḥamdūn. Furthermore, we owe to abū rabīʿ sulaymān b. sālim 
al-Kindī al-Qaṭṭān, better known as ibn al-Kaḥḥāla, involved from 894 to 
901–902 in the administration of justice under the aghlabids, a malikite 
fiqh treatise entitled Sulaymāniyya. scholars from Qayrawān who settled in 
sicily included in their ranks al-barādhīʿī, the author of numerous works, 
amongst them an abridgement of the Mudawwana, the Kitāb al-tahdhīb, 
and an introduction of sorts to the themes addressed by saḥnūn, entitled 
Kitāb al-tambid li-masāʾil al-Mudawwana, which in its turn was abridged, 
as often occurred in this period, by ibn mufarraj al-Șiqillī. another work 
by al-barādhīʿī, the Kitāb al-sharḥ waʾl-tamāmāt li-masāʾil al-Mudawwana, 
was likewise abridged, but also refuted.48 in 11th-century Palermo there 
would seem to have flourished a school of readers of the Koran which 
included among its representatives ʿabd allāh b. muḥammad al-muqrī’ 
al-siqillī, who had also had as teachers two personages whose nisba, 

46 Ḥusayn mu’nis, “le malékisme et l’échec des Fatimides en ifriqiya,” in Etudes Lévi-
Provençal (Paris, 1962), 1, pp. 197–220.

47 norman calder, Studies in Early Islamic Jurisprudence (oxford, 1993); maria amalia 
de luca, Giudici e giuristi nella Sicilia musulmana (Palermo, 1981).

48 the refutation was due to another sicilian, ibn al-Ḥakkār, who died between 1106 
and 1155. see rizzitano, Storia e cultura, pp. 211–12 and christopher melchert, The For-
mation of the Sunni Schools of Law, 9th–10th Centuries c.e. (leiden-new york-Köln, 1997), 
pp. 39–40, above all for the ideological and social implications which led the maghribian 
fuqahāʾ to accentuate the maliki character of hijiazi jurisprudence.
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al-madīnī, does in fact refer to the capital of the island.49 Finally, it is 
important to recall that, once again in the 11th century, though in mazara, 
and therefore beyond the geographical bounds set to the present volume, 
there flourished a famous school of fiqh, whose greatest representative 
was the imām al-māzarī.50

cultural Production in arabic and the Principle of imitation

arabic cultural production in east and west was dominated in the period 
with which we are concerned by what i would define, in general terms, as 
the theoretical and practical principle of “emulation.” this same principle 
nurtured the debates and reflections of a historical, linguistic, philologi-
cal and literary character regarding the importance of the past and the 
manner in which it was to be interpreted and recovered, the definition 
of literary genres and canons, and the importance of ethical and political 
conduct. Precisely because of the above-mentioned principle, the arabic 
literary imaginary would seem to have been dominated by emulation of 
models (the sacred text of islam and pre-islamic poetry), whereby each 
genre had precise historical or ideal antecedents to imitate and transcend. 
every form of “originality” tended to become fixed as norm or canon, in a 
dialectic resolving itself as a process of innovation to be realised within the 
tradition. this approach to the structuring of knowledge was also found 
in sicily. we have already encountered this phenomenon in, for example, 
the context of the fiqh, or law, in which scholars undertake the drafting 
of abridgements and commentaries upon earlier works, considered to be 
foundational, or in the refutation of texts (or parts of them) which deserve 
to be emended, and always in relation to the models or the norm.

linguistic and grammatical studies

the same consideration applies to grammatical, linguistic and literary 
studies, widely practised in sicily and in its capital, and in general charac-

49 see nef, “les élites savantes urbaines,” p. 460 and n. 29. 
50 see Ḥasan Ḥusnī ʿabd al-wahhāb, al-Imām al-Māzarī (tunis, 1955); andrea borruso, 

al-Imàm al-Màzari. Un mazarese del medioevo arabo-islamico (mazara del Vallo, 1983); 
abdel majid turki, “consultation juridique d’al-imām al-māzarī sur le cas des musulmans 
vivant en sicile sous l’autorité des normands,” Mélanges de l’Université Saint-Joseph l 
(1984), 689–704. 
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terised by a progressive unification according to a norm which was in the 
making. relations between masters and pupils were of overriding impor-
tance here. one of the most prominent personalities in the field of lin-
guistic and grammatical studies was ibn al-birr, who ran a school first in 
mazara and then in Palermo, where he remained until 1068. amongst his 
pupils one should mention the compiler of the most important anthology 
of arabic poetry from sicily, which has come down to us only in the form 
of abridgements by other authors, namely, ibn al-Qaṭṭāʿ al-Ṣiqillī and the 
linguist ibn makkī (1107), the author of the only work of laḥn al-ʿāmma of 
the islamic west concerning sicily.

the activities of ibn al birr, who emigrated to egypt after the advent 
of the normans, included transmitting to the already mentioned ibn 
al-Qaṭṭāʿ an important lexicographical dictionary, the Ṣiḥāḥ of Jawhārī, 
and the bringing to sicily of the divan of al-mutanabbī, a famous abbasid 
poet who died in 965 and who exerted a wide influence upon the produc-
tion of the arabic versifiers of the island. we know, moreover, that he 
devoted himself to the revision of the work entitled Tathqīf al-lisān wa 
talqiḥ al-janān (Correction of the language and fertilisation of the soul), 
written by his pupil ibn makkī al-Ṣiqillī.51 the aim of ibn makkī, whose 
work belongs in the context of a more comprehensive process designed 
to conserve and preserve the classical arabic language, was to record the 
“errors” or deviations from the norm perpretrated by sicilians, in speech 
and in writing. this work, to be handled with extreme caution by anyone 
seeking to reconstruct the history of arabic in the maghribian context, 
does nonetheless present features of great interest from a sociolinguistic 
point of view and has, not by chance, recently been reassessed by scholars 
interested in middle arabic, this latter being understood to be “a language 
used in numerous texts, mixed in nature, linguistically and therefore 
stylistically, in that it combines features of the standard language, dia-
lectal elements and characteristics of a third type, neither standard nor 
dialectal, which are peculiar to it.”52 it transmits to us, on the one hand, 
the deviations ascribable to various professional categories such as, for 
example, readers of the Koran, specialists of ḥadīth, the fuqahāʾ or legal 
experts, doctors, administrative secretaries, poets, and, on the other hand, 
the “errors” (aghālīṭ) committed in speech (samiʿtuhā min an-nās, “what i 
have heard the people say”). the horizon of expectation, which refers to 

51  rizzitano, Storia e cultura, p. 158. 
52 see lentin, “sur quelques spécificités,” p. 46. 
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the elitist character that linguistic studies and researches have had in the 
classification of knowledge in medieval islam, is however probably to be 
identified in the khaṣṣa, as annliese nef rightly observes.53 the Tathqīf 
al-lisān must have enjoyed a modest circulation in the medieval west, 
and have attracted the attention of other scholars who shared with ibn 
makkī and with other “purists” the same conservative preoccupations, 
which do however reveal the importance of the process of arabisation 
and the unmistakeable presence, in sicily as elsewhere, of regional lin-
guistic variants (also reflected in the language of archival documents from 
the norman period).54 Proof of this point is supplied by the work of the 
andalusian grammarian ibn hishām al-lakhmī (died 1181–82), entitled 
Madkhal ilà taqwīm al-lisān wa taʿlīm al-bayān (Introduction to the cor-
rection of language and the teaching of eloquence), the second chapter of 
which is devoted to the refutation of sixty-two points made in the text by 
ibn makkī.55

Verse Production: Preliminary considerations

the men of letters active in Palermo sometimes confer specific local  
characteristics upon their works but when that occurs, as for instance in 
nostalgic poems or in those written in praise of emirs, gaiti and sovereigns 
or, again, in some adab prose, they employ stylemes, images, expressions 
and ciphers reflecting particular cultural perspectives. they represent,  
or perhaps it would be better to say they “reproduce,” in images, the 
symbols of the culture to which they belong and the collective materials 
carefully elaborated by previous generations of poets. the scope of such a  
phenomenon is so broad and so characteristic that it is permissible to 
identify in the arabic culture of the centuries under examination here a 
tendency to “auto-communication,” to adopt one of lotman’s terms. this 
culture does not merely not shun stereotypes, but tends rather to consider 

53 “l’insistance de l’auteur sur le nombre d’“erreurs” de la khāṣṣa nous semble être un 
élément rhétorique annonçant l’objet du traité et la responsabilité dans l’évolution lin-
guistique d’un groupe dont le nom même souligne la maîtrise de la langue,” annliese nef, 
“analyse du Tathqīf al-Lisān d’ibn makkī et intérêt pour la connaissance de la variante 
sicilienne de l’arabe : problèmes méthodologiques,” Oriente Moderno n.s. xVi (1997), 1–17, 
p. 9.

54 see metcalfe, Muslims and Christians in Norman Italy. 
55 see cassarino, “una confutazione linguistica.”
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them to be things of intrinsic value, and to turn them into “stable” and 
“eternal” elements which confer an “aulic” status upon texts.

the above considerations are, for various reasons, fundamental. First of 
all, they allow us to revise the negative aesthetic judgement often voiced 
by those scholars who have studied the arabic poetry of sicily, and who, 
disappointed by the paucity of references to the island, have often dis-
missed it as repetitive and stereotyped it in negative terms. moreover, 
these same considerations enable us to grasp the intrinsic significance 
of sicilian production in arabic, by relating it to maghribian-andalusian 
production. in this latter context, the texts, and not the authors, occupy a 
central position. if, indeed, we refer to the particular aspect of the “voice” 
with which the arabic poems from the centuries prior to those with which 
we are concerned here speak, we come to realise how their transmission, 
long entrusted to orality,56 has often entailed a distinction between poets 
(sing. shāʿir; pl. shuʿarāʾ) and singers/transmitters (sing. rāwī; pl. ruwāt). 
texts of this kind, in some cases recited to the accompaniment of a musi-
cal instrument, have long retained traces of their origin: the existence of 
different versions of the same verses; the presence of a markedly allu-
sive language; the quotation of others’ verses, often undeclared, because 
permitted, wished for and codified by the literary critics; the presence 
of a formulary style.57 Finally, such considerations are also significant in 
regard to the peculiar conception of originality that is the hallmark of 
arabic literary production, and not only of the poetry: an author harks 
back continually to his precursors, and strives to emulate them. he may 
recount his own personal experiences but he must, on the one hand, rely 
upon models which are already codified and characteristic of specific 
poetic genres and, on the other hand, apply all his wisdom and skill to 
the task of transmitting to the receivers, with renewed images, the ethic 
and aesthetic ideals to which he seeks to give voice so that they become 
participants in a shared heritage of values and experiences.58

56 on the dialectical relationship between orality and writing, see walter g. ong, Inter-
faces of the Word. Studies in the Evolution of Consciousness and Culture (ithaca-london, 
1977); albert arazi, “de la voix au calame et la naissance du classicisme en poésie,” Arabica 
44 (1997), 377–406; abdelfattah Kilito, “oralità e scrittura: la modalità araba,” in Lo spazio 
letterario del medioevo, pp. 233–258; Julia bray, “Verbs and Voices,” in robert g. hoyland 
and Philip F. Kennedy, eds., Islamic Reflections, Arabic Musings. Studies in Honour of Profes-
sor Alan Jones (cambridge, 2004), pp. 170–85. 

57 i shall simply refer here to the classic essay by abdelfattah Kilito, L’auteur et ses 
doubles (Paris 1984).

58 see, amongst other things, the contributions relating to literary questions by 
Katia Zakharia included in thierry bianquis, Pierre guichard and mathieu tillier, eds., 
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where the arabic poetry of sicily is concerned, the passage from oral 
transmission to writing-reading is an established fact: the texts have been 
consigned to manuscript anthologies. the most famous is indubitably 
the collection of the above-mentioned ibn al-Qaṭṭāʿ al-Ṣiqillī (died 1121), 
entitled al-Durra al-khaṭīra min shuʿarāʾ al-jazīra (The Precious pearl of the 
poets of the island),59 which has only reached us in a fragmentary state 
through later authors, amongst them ibn al-Ṣayrafī (died 1147), man of 
letters and functionary active in the Fatimid court of egypt,60 ibn aghlab, 
an anthologist who in an indirect fashion produced an abridgement of it,61 
al-iṣfahānī (died 1201), who dedicated a chapter of his Kharīdat al-Qaṣr62 
to the arabo-sicilian poets. to ibn al-Qaṭṭāʿ we also owe a commentary, 
predominantly grammatical and lexical, on forty-two hemistichs by the 
famous poet al-mutanabbī (died 965), perhaps sketched out and begun 
in Palermo and then completed in egypt,63 some short essays on arabic 
metrics, and a work entitled The Book of verbs, which, though it contains 
some interesting and original insights and met with notable success, has 
the form of a modified version of The Book of verbs by the andalusian 
ibn Quṭiyya (died 977).64 it should be borne in mind that “the tendency 
to compose verses, even extemporaneously, has always been very wide-
spread among the arabs, so that in every social category, from the emir to 
the court functionary, from the merchant to the soldier, from the minister 
to the clerk or to the pious imam, we find ‘poets,’ a term which should 
be understood to mean rhymers and versifiers, albeit possessed of a high 
degree of skill.”65 it was, however, the poetic tradition of the past, from 

Les débuts du monde musulman (VIIe–Xe siècle). De Muhammad aux dynasties autonomes 
(Paris, 2012).

59 ed. bashīr al-bakkūsh (beirut, 1995).
60 see ignazio di matteo, “antologia di poeti arabi siciliani estratta da quella di ibn 

al-Qaṭṭāʿ,“ Archivio Storico Siciliano 1 (1935), 93–133 and Francesco gabrieli, “l’antologia di 
ibn as-sayrāfī sui poeti arabo-siciliani,” Bollettino del Centro di Studi Filologici e Linguistici 
Siciliani 2 (1954), 39–51. 

61  see umberto rizzitano, “un compendio dell’antologia di poeti arabo-siciliani intito-
lata ad-durrah al-khaṭīra min shuʿarāʾ al-jazīra di ibn al-Qaṭṭāʿ ‘il siciliano’ (433–515 eg.): 
edizione del testo e traduzione di alcuni frammenti,” Memorie della Accademia Nazionale 
dei Lincei, serie Viii, 8/5 (1958), 335–78. 

62 ed. muḥammad al-marzūqī (tunis, 1966).
63 see umberto rizzitano, “un commento di ibn al-Qaṭṭāʿ ‘il siciliano’ ad alcuni versi di 

al-mutanabbī,” Rivista degli Studi Orientali 30 (1955), 207–27. 
64 see eugenio griffini, “intorno al ‘Kitāb al-af ’āl’ o ‘libro dei verbi’,” in enrico besta 

et al, eds., Scritti per il Centenario della nascita di Michele Amari (Palermo, reed. 1990), 1, 
pp. 431–44. 

65 andrea borruso, “la poesia araba in sicilia nel medioevo,” in Testimonianze degli 
Arabi in Italia (rome, 1988), pp. 35–56.
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time to time duly absorbed and transformed, which may also be said to 
have written the arabic poetry of sicily.

being obliged to limit ourselves to what was composed in Palermo by 
versifiers who came to the city and then stayed, who were born there and 
emigrated from there or else who remained but a short time, and there-
fore excluding from our panorama the more famous ibn Ḥamdīs of noto 
and al-billanūbī of Villanuova di sicilia, whose songbooks have survived 
intact,66 we shall focus in the main on two specific genres, which were 
employed there uninterruptedly throughout first the islamic and then 
the norman domination: praise poetry and the poetry of nostalgia. the  
models are those supplied by classical poetry, which was quantitative, 
astrophic and monorhythmic, but these same models are modified in  
certain cases according to the evolutionary process inaugurated by the 
“modern” poets, which results in the dissolution or fragmentation of 
themes and motifs, at first combined in one and the same song, into  
different, autonomous compositions.

Praise Poetries

one genre through which we are able to recognise the relationship of the 
arabic poets with Palermo is the madīḥ or panegyric. it consists of the 
eulogy of a person, of a dynasty or even of a place (palace, city, country) 
and it is usually, even if not always, composed with a view to receiving 
a reward or in order to show gratitude or, again, to make a request. it is, 
then, a genre favoured, and fostered by the relationship between men of 
letters and power, that is, between poets and patrons. great stress is laid 
on the latter’s gifts of courage, rectitude, strength, generosity, through bold 
comparisons and images. we know, for example, that many poets coming 
from ifrīqiya or native to sicily had dedicated songs of praise to the emirs 
of the Kalbid dynasty,67 and in particular to thiqat al-dawla yūsuf b. ʿabd 
allāh al-Kalbī, emir in Palermo from 989/90 to 998. amongst them we 
should mention muḥammad b. al-Ḥusayn b. al-Qarqūdi al-Kātib, mushrif 
b. rāshid, hāshim b. yūnus and ʿalī b. al-Ḥasan al-Ṭūbī who, according to 
the judgement of the anthologist ibn al-Qaṭṭāʿ, was a “composer of (literary) 
jewels”68 and also wrote a qaṣīda in honour of the Zirid prince muʿizz b. 

66 Dīwān Ibn Ḥamdīs, ed. iḥsān ʿabbās (beirut, 1969).
67 see Ḍayf, Taʾrīkh, p. 372. 
68 see BAS, ar., 2: 715; BAS, it., 3: 769. 
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bādis (emir from 1016 to 1062).69 another important panegyrist active in 
Palermo, indeed the “official poet”70 of yūsuf thiqat ad-dawla and of his 
successors, amongst them his son Jaʿfar, in power from 998 to 1019, was 
ibn al-Khayyāṭ.71 this was the same poet who celebrated, amongst others, 
the al-akḥal emirs, in power from 1019 to 1038, and samsām ad-dawla,72 
and who, after the fall of the Kalbids, which took place in 1052, even sang 
the praises in verse of ibn al-thumna, the qāʾid or leader famous for having 
been the “betrayer” of islamic sicily, having turned to robert guiscard, 
and thus paved the way for the norman conquest. in his critical judge-
ment of this poet ibn al-Qaṭṭāʿ was fulsome in his appreciation: his powers 
of description and observation were actually likened to those of Jarīr, a 
celebrated poet from the omayyad period.

amongst the other noted panegyrists of muslim sicily we should men-
tion abū ʿabd allāh Ḥusayn b. abī ʿalā, who sang in verse of the incur-
sions of al-akḥal in apulia and in calabria.73 the advent of the normans, 
following on from the phase of domestic strife among muslims, which is 
reflected in the verses of abū muḥammad al-Qāsim al-tamīmī, did not 
put a stop to the production in Palermo of encomiastic poetry in ara-
bic. indeed, we have various examples of praise songs addressed to the 
new masters of the island upon which the censure of later anthologists 
has sometimes fallen. some of these poems are of genuine interest if  
considered in the context of the recasting of the relationships between 
literature and power in norman Palermo. in actual fact, the poets would 
regularly address encomiastic verses to the sovereigns because they suf-
fered harassment at their hands or had been taken prisoner. For example, 
to abū Ḥafṣ ʿumar b. Ḥasan al-naḥwī we owe a song in praise of roger ii, 
composed after being taken prisoner, with a view to obtaining the free-
dom that was however then denied him.74 a similar plea to be allowed to 
re-enter the country was associated with another panegyric, that of ʿabd 
ar-raḥmān b. ramaḍān al-malaṭī, who desired to make his way back to 
madīnat malta, his place of origin. some poets addressed songs to roger ii,  
launching into laudatory accounts of his palaces, whose scale, magnifi-
cence and beauty represented the sovereign’s supreme power. singing of 

69 see Ḍayf, Taʾrīkh, p. 373. 
70 see andrea borruso, “la poesia araba in sicilia nel medioevo,” in id., Arabeschi 

(milan, 2002), p. 96. 
71  see ʿabbas, Muʿjam, pp. 128–47. 
72 see Ḍayf, Taʾrīkh, p. 376. 
73 see di matteo, “antologia di poeti arabi siciliani,” pp. 106–107. 
74 see Ḍayf, Taʾrīkh, p. 374. 
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the palace amounted to singing of the might of the prince. ʿabd ar-raḥmān 
b. muḥammad al-buṭīrī dedicated his verses to the Qubba and to the 
manṣūriyya, pointing out in such places a beauty, abundance of water and 
verdancy worthy of being compared to paradisial sites and bringing joy to 
the soul. it is well known, indeed, that gardens are a reflection of Paradise, 
a place of rest and harmony, an object of contemplation and, at the same 
time, a building block of nature in the poetic imaginary.75 the garden 
was an artificial place, built on a royal design, which took on the shape of 
a physical and mental space of relationship between man and nature. it 
also had the function of making manifest the prestige of the one who pos-
sessed it, above all if contrasted with the physical conditions of the arid 
and desert places ever present in the poetic imaginary of the arabs. ʿabd 
ar-raḥmān of trapani dedicated some verses, which ultimately became 
famous, to the Favara “with the double lake.” the descriptive technique 
employed was a tried and tested one, and it was designed to stimulate 
the senses, sight and hearing in particular. it relied upon constant allusion 
to colours: the superb “oranges” of the island resembled “blazing fire on 
branches of emerald.” the yellow of the lemons was like “the pallor of a 
lover” who had spent a sleepless night far from the beloved; the limpidity 
of a spring is compared in its luminosity and whiteness to “liquid pearls;” 
an expanse of water is likened to a sea in which the blue of the sky is 
reflected. the vista is thus “sweet and a wondrous spectacle,” as we read 
in the first hemistich. the involvement of the hearing and the sense of 
harmony are also achieved through the allusion to movement (the nine 
rills of water with rippling currents running across them, the large fish 
that swim through the limpid “waves” of the park) and the chirruping of 
the birds inside the orchards. the whole ensemble evokes, on the one 
hand, the idea of ostentatious display (“splendid lake with two palms,” 
“sovereign dwelling ringed by a lake”) and, on the other hand, that of sen-
sual pleasure (here “love pitches its tent”). the image of the two palms, 
subjected to a process of outright personification, is particularly effective 
in this regard. Just as, even in the pre-islamic period, the poets invoked 
the copious fall of rain on the beloved’s abode, presenting it as a symbol 
of benediction, so too ʿabd ar-raḥmān of trapani invokes the raindrops 
falling on the two palms of the Favara (“may the continuous fall of the 

75 silvio marconi, Il giardino-paradiso. L’influsso iranico negli orti-giardino e in altri 
ambiti materiali e immateriali della Sicilia islamica (rome, 2000) and eliana creazzo, “En 
Sesile est un mons mout grans.” La Sicilia medievale fra storia e immaginario letterario 
(XI–XIII sec.) (soveria mannelli, 2006), pp. 98–99.
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rain leave you in a state of intoxication,” the poet writes), resembling, for 
their part, two lovers who, in their turn, offer shelter to couples resorting 
to “their sheltering shade.”76

a different sort of inspiration and intention, though still a variant on 
the theme of the relationships between men of letters and power, informs 
the texts composed by the egyptian poet ibn Qalāqis (died 1172). to this 
poet who passed through norman sicily, for reasons that are none too 
clear, in may 1168, and whose stay in Palermo77 itself is a matter of record, 
are owed panegyrics both in honour of various arabo-sicilian personages78 
and to one of the two williams.79

to abūʾ l-Qāsim b. Ḥammūd, known as ibn al-Ḥajar, in particular, ibn 
Qalāqis dedicated a work entitled al-Zahr al-bāsim waʾl-ʿarf al-nāsim fi 
madīḥ al-ajall Abūʾ l-Qāsim (The Laughing flower and the fragrant Zephyr 
in praise of the Most Illustrious Abūʾ l-Qāsim).80 it is in the form of a “hybrid 
document,”81 in assonantal prose and in verse, and is predominantly  
autobiographical in character, and within it we find quoted, alongside 
interesting epistolary exchanges with some prominent personalities 
on the island, to which we shall have occasion to return in the section 
dedicated to the adab, various songs in praise of the gaito and of other 
personages from the banū al-Ḥajar. abūʾl-Qāsim b. Ḥammūd, notwith-
standing the fact that he was probably disliked by the normans, perhaps 
on account of the power he exercised over the islamic communities on the 
island, held a prestigious post within their administration,82 as is evident 

76 For the arabic text, see BAS ar., 2: 708–710. the italian translation from which the 
english translation in this article has been made is by Francesco gabrieli. see gabrieli-
scerrato, p.738. 

77 see adalgisa de simone, “ibn Qalāqis in sicilia,” in bianca scarcia amoretti and lucia 
rostagno, eds., Yād Nāma, in memoria di A. Bausani (rome, 1999), pp. 323–44: p. 326. 

78 one of them, by way of example, is al-Qāsim b. Khāliʿ. see Dīwān Ibn Qalāqis, ed. 
siham al-Furayḥ (Kuwayt 1988), 2, pp. 8–9. the panegyric of william is to be found at 
pp. 145–47.

79 see annliese nef, “un poème d’ibn Qalāqis à la gloire de guillaume ii,” in benoît 
grévin, annliese nef and emmanuelle tixier, eds., Chrétiens, juifs et musulmans dans la 
Méditerranée médiévale: études en hommage à Henri Bresc (Paris, 2008), pp. 33–43. at the 
time of the egyptian poet’s journey in sicily, william ii was a minor and a ward of court 
and his mother was the regent. 

80 ed. ʿabd al-‘azīz b. nāṣir al-māniʿ, riyāḍ, 1984; ital. trans. adalgisa de simone, Splen-
dori e misteri di Sicilia (soveria mannelli, 1996).

81  this phrase is taken from de simone, Splendori, p. 10.
82 on the functioning of the norman administration in sicily, see, apart from the classic 

study by Jeremy Johns, Arabic Administration in Norman Sicily (cambridge, 2002), hiroshi 
takayama, “l’organizzazione amministrativa nel regno normanno,” in enrico cuozzo, ed., 
Studi in onore di Salvatore Tramontana (Pratola serra, 2003), pp. 415–29. 
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from various historical sources and archival documents. his name crops 
up, for example, both in the contracts of the notary giovanni scriba, 
where he features in the guise of principal of three agents in genoa for 
commercial reasons,83 and in a deed of donation in greek,84 in his role as 
archon of the council in the administration of the Kingdom. even today 
we do not know the reasons why relations between ibn Qalāqis and the 
head of the muslims on the island had at a certain point soured. the fact 
remains that relations amongst the muslims, and between the muslims 
and the normans, must have been somewhat complex, even during the 
regency of marguerite of navarre.85 indeed, it seems that ibn al-Ḥajar, 
by means of a missive entrusted to al-Ḥarawī, who was passing through 
Palermo tried to transmit to saladin an invitation to reconquer sicily. one 
can thus understand, from the above, how ibn al-Ḥajar should have been 
the recipient of some encomiastic songs and the dedicatee of writings by 
ibn Qalāqis and other men of letters visiting the island. the poet, in the 
incipit to the Zahr, evokes a “gallant lord,” who is noble and elegant, and 
who occupies a central place in his work.86

Praise is heaped by ibn Qalāqis upon abū ’l-Qāsim’s expressive capaci-
ties and his gift for drafting documents (“with his eloquence he is capable 
of outdoing Quṣṣ saʿīda,” the poet writes, likening his patron to a figure from 
arab antiquity whose oratorical prowess was legendary),87 upon his noble 
origins (“you are descended from the Quraysh, who are glorious moun-
tains whilst the others are but stones”),88 his generosity and magnanimity. 
Praise, gifts and hospitality are subjected by ibn Qalāqis to a process of 
personification designed to render the encomium still more effective and 
to fashion striking images:

Praise has sworn to address none but abūʾ l-Qāsim b. Ḥammūd
in his hands gifts vie with one another and with them the generous man 
chases away avarice
 the fire of hospitality is always lit by him, as the wretched passer-by
who is invited there knows full well.89

83 see de simone, Splendori, p. 15 and n. 20, and Johns, Arabic Administration, 
pp. 234–42. 

84 see cusa, i, pp. 484–85. 
85 see ugo Falcando, Liber de Regno Siciliae, ed. giovan battista siragusa (rome, 1897), 

p. 119; ital. trans., Il Libro del Regno di Sicilia (cuneo, 1931), p. 93. 
86 see de simone, Splendori, p. 38. 
87 ibid., p. 40.
88 ibid., pp. 100, 115.
89 ibid., pp. 47–48.
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yet the three sons of abūʾ l-Qāsim, bearing the names of three of the 
rightly guided caliphs, were praised, and in each case for his particular 
and characteristic gifts.90 an occasion for the composition of a qaṣīda, 
just to give another example, was provided by the birth of a son to abūʾ 
l-Ḥasan b. Ḥammūd, the brother of abūʾ l-Qāsim: “through him there is 
added to the noble banū l-Ḥajar a gem, from which beautiful sources of 
light will pour forth.”91

ibn Qalāqis did not only write panegyrics for the muslim qāʾid. the 
poem he composed in honour of the hauteville sovereign, on account of 
the themes used in it and the images deployed, bears out both a general 
tendency, typical of islamic tradition (but not exclusive to it), to accentuate 
the universal character of sovereignty,92 and the marked ideological and 
political connotations of the milieu in which the poem was conceived, a 
milieu characterised by the coexistence of three distinct cultures, latin, 
greek and arab.93 the incipit inscribes the composition within an all too 
recognisable tradition: the sovereign is placed upon solomon’s throne and 
guided by the judgement of david. the first hemistich thus “opens” in 
the past and revives a formula well-known in the genre of madiḥ serv-
ing to create a link, an almost oxymoronic iunctura, with a glorious and 
mythical bygone time. Furthermore, william is defined as “King of the 
world,” is said to dominate the universe and to be capable of changing 
the course of history. note is made of his lofty lineage, his relationship to 
the religious sphere (he is a man of faith and rules with god’s guidance), 
his generosity and his pietas. as annliese nef has observed: “whereas the  
contemporary context was therefore favourable to this type of production, 
as much because of the close similarities between the celebratory themes 
in the different poetic traditions as because of the intense relations linking 
the schools of the mediterranean basin (and beyond), the sicilian milieu 

90 ibid., pp. 52–58, 68–69.
91  ibid., p. 102.
92 see Jocelyne dakhlia, “les miroirs des princes islamiques: une modernité sourde?”, 

Annales, Histoire, Sciences Sociales 57e année/5 (2002), 1191–1206 ; nef, “un poème d’ibn 
Qalāqis,” p. 43.

93 on the co-existence of the three cultures in norman sicily i would refer the reader to 
the classic study, imbued with an insular patriotism, by antonino de stefano, La cultura in 
Sicilia nel periodo normanno (bologna, 1956) and, above all, to Karla mallette: “translating 
sicily,” The Kingdom of Sicily, 1100–1250, A Literary History (Philadelphia, 2005) and “Poetries 
of the norman courts,” in maria rosa menocal, raymond P. scheindlin, michael sells, 
eds., The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature. The Literature of Al-Andalus, (cambridge 
2012), pp. 377–87. 
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would seem to have lent itself particularly well to such practices, even if, 
[to establish this fact], we would need to extend our enquiry.”94

it is important, in this context, to recall how, on the opposite shores 
of the mediterranean, following on from decisions taken in the norman 
court with regard to attacks to be launched against gabes and mahdiyya, 
there were poets who were composing verses in honour of muslim princes 
who were readying themselves to combat roger’s armies with any means 
at their disposal. consider, for example, the verses of muḥammad b. ʿabd 
allāh the secretary in praise of ʿali b. yaḥyà who in sfax had defeated 
roger’s army, which had come to the aid of the treacherous ruler of gabes, 
rāfiʿ b. makkan b. Kāmil. here we find fulsome praise of the valour of 
the muslim prince, who “with a violent blow managed to extinguish a 
fire that threatened a general conflagration.”95 consider also the qaṣīda 
composed by muḥammad b. bashīr for abū ’l-Ḥasan ʿalī, the son of yaḥyà 
b. tamīm (died 1116), who was readying himself for a war against roger 
in mahdiyya.96

“ready your mighty ones against your enemies, for they will sweep over 
them, like a storm destroying all in its path,” the poet begins, later inter-
weaving the motif of panegyric with that of vaunting the warrior virtues 
of the muslim combatants. he has recourse, not by chance, to the image 
of the ṣilāl, that is, the poisonous snakes “sent from gehenna, to burn 
the liver of the enemies (of god), indeed, actually to cook it”.97 some of 
the most famous compositions by ibn Ḥamdīs are likewise centrally con-
cerned with the jihād on land and on sea and the valour of the man who 
showed such courage when fighting the rūm (“when you see these valiant 
men in their time of trial, you’d rather face a starving lion”)98 and defeated 
them (as in the battle at cape dīmās in 1123).99

arabic praise poetry in Palermo was not only dedicated to muslim 
emirs or to christian princes. some compositions, which i would venture 
to define as “poetry in the guise of correspondence” or “epistolary verses,” 

94 see nef, “un poème d’ibn Qalāqis,” p. 43. 
95 see BAS ar., 2: 438–439; BAS it., 2: 492. 
96 see BAS ar., 2: 450; BAS it., 2: 501.
97 see BAS ar., 2: 451; BAS it., 2: 501.
98 see F. gabrieli, Gli Arabi in Italia, p. 185.
99 see, for example, andrea borruso, “la battaglia di capo dīmās nei versi di ibn Ḥamdīs, 

poeta arabo di sicilia,” Bollettino del Centro di Studi Filologici e Linguistici Siciliani 13 (1997), 
5–19. the qaṣīda relating to this battle may also be read in italian in ibn Ḥamdīs, Il Can-
zoniere, ital. trans., celestino schiaparelli, ed. stefania elena carnemolla (Palermo, 1998), 
pp. 237–41. on other skirmishes and battles, see, in this same volume, pp. 338, 340, 343.
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precisely with reference to the contamination occurring between poetic 
language and the rhetoric of practical communication, reflect the complex 
and interesting links and relationships of esteem between men of letters, 
some of whom held important offices at the norman court in Palermo. 
one emblematic case is that of abūʾl-Ḍawʾ, who, for reasons that remain 
unclear, never held the post of wazīr (minister), assigned to him after the 
death of ʿabd allāh an-naṣrānī, that is, cristodulos, ultimately allotted 
to george of antioch. the anthologist al-iṣfāhānī considered abūʾl-Ḍawʾ, 
who at that date was kātib al-inshāʾ, that is, secretary at the chancellery, 
to be a man of letters and poet of genuine sensibility. his verses were 
included in the Kharīdat al-Qaṣr, thanks to the encomium of ibn bashrūn, 
who lived in the second half of the 12th century, while the verses exalting 
his nobility and his poetic gifts bear the signature of a friend of his, abūʾ 
l-Ṣalt (died 1134), a man of letters and expert in philosophy, astronomy, 
mathematics, music etc.100 the latter, a native of denia, was present in, 
amongst other places, egypt, at the time of ʿalī b. yaḥyà (1116–1121), and 
in the norman court at Palermo, where he forged a close relationship of 
friendship and mutual esteem with the sicilian man of letters. the praises 
offered by abūʾ l-Ḍawʾ centre on his friend’s prowess with the pen, “with 
the nib that glides as if its aperture spread the characters on the page 
in great profusion,”101 on his quick intelligence, knowledge, wisdom and 
magnanimity.102

in addition, further testimony of the relations of mutual esteem and 
friendship between muslim men of culture in norman Palermo is pro-
vided by the exchange of letters and encomiastic verses between ibn 
Qalāqis and the poet abūʾ l-Ḥasan ʿalī b. abīʾ l-Fatḥ b. Khalaf al-umawī, 
who served as an intermediary between his friend in alexandria and the 
banūʾ l-Ḥajar.103 ibn Qalāqis wrote as follows regarding his friend’s accom-
plishments and their mutual affection:

[so splendid are your] poems that to the heavens they seem to be shining 
stars

Fit to adorn the darkest nights!
Verses [so multi-coloured] that to the gardens they seem to be flowers
Fit to be strewn as ornaments on the slopes!

100 see adalgisa de simone, “alla corte di ruggero ii tra poesia e politica,” in ead., Nella 
Sicilia “araba” tra storia e filologia (Palermo, 1999), pp. 3–15. 

101  ibid., p. 107.
102 ibid.
103 de simone, Splendori, pp. 72–75.
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amongst the poets my heart yearns for tender love from you, wherever it 
goes.

i have chosen you in sicily to be my companion, and that you may be a 
cultivated rose in a briar.104

to which al-umawī replied:

o you who are the prince of poets, and amongst them the most sublime 
when you encounter them,

o you who are the most astute in answering, if a question is put to you, and 
the most eloquent . . .105

Al-ḥanīn ilàʾ l-awṭān, or the Poetics of nostalgia

the theme of ḥanīn ilàʾ l-awṭān, or nostalgia for one’s birthplace, looms 
large in arabic poetic production from the very beginning.106 this is an 
intriguing theme which has attracted the attention of a number of scholars  
concerned with arabic poetry in sicily, and with that of ibn Ḥamdīs 
in particular.107 the verses of this poet, which are particularly striking, 
despite the fact that they were not conceived in Palermo, seem nonethe-
less to interpret and to transmit the common feeling of all those men of 
letters who, after the advent of the normans, decided to emigrate, and 
from their places of exile yearned for their lost homeland:

oh my sicily. in memory
a desperate longing for you and
For the follies of my youth returns. again i see
the lost happinesses and the splendid friends,
oh Paradise from which i was expelled!

104 ibid., p. 77.
105 ibid., p. 78.
106 the bibliography on this argument is extensive. i shall simply refer to: albert arazi, 

“al-Ḥanīn ilà al-awṭān. entre la jāhiliyya et l’islam. le bédouin et le citadin reconciliés,” 
in Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 143/2(1993), 287–327; mirella 
cassarino, “cammelli nostalgici di terre lontane,” in giovanna carbonaro, mirella cassa-
rino, et al, eds., Medioevo romanzo e orientale. Il viaggio nelle letterature romanze e orientali 
(soveria mannelli, 2006), pp. 229–42; alexander e. elinson, Looking Back at al-Andalus: the 
Poetics of Loss and Nostalgia in Medieval and Hebrew Literature (leiden, 2009). in addition, 
let me cite the english translation, edited by Patricia crone and shmuel moreh, of the 
Kitāb adab al-ghurabāʾ attributed to abu’l-Faraj al-isfahānī, appearing under the title The 
Book of Strangers. Medieval Arabic Graffiti on the Theme of Nostalgia (Princeton, 2000).

107 see andrea borruso, “la nostalgia della sicilia nel ‘dīwān’ di ibn Ḥamdīs”, Bollettino 
del Centro di Studi Filologici e Linguistici Siciliani 12 (1973), 38–54; william granara, “ibn 
Ḥamdīs and the poetry of nostalgia,” in menocal, scheindlin and sells, eds., The Cambridge 
History of Arabic Literature, pp. 388–403.
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what is the point of recalling your splendour?
[. . .]
laughs of rash love when young and twenty
at sixty i groan under their weight. . . .108

the underlying causes of ḥanīn are associated not only with distance from 
one’s original point of departure, which is subject to a process of mythici-
sation (“oh Paradise from which i was expelled!”), but above all with the 
sundering of affective ties (“the splendid friends”) and to the loss of the 
primordial phase of one’s own existence.109 the invocation of “youth” is 
significant in this regard also, precisely because the discourse of nostalgia 
is inscribed on the horizon of a time now lost, even in terms of sentimen-
tal experiences (“laughs of rash love when young and twenty . . .”). the 
precise indication of the age reached by the poet (“at sixty i groan under 
their weight . . .”) serves simply to reinforce the previous image, creating 
a hiatus between carefree youth, a space-time of “lost and happy follies,” 
and the crepuscular phase now attained.

if ibn Ḥamdīs was more often able, and more successfully, to render the 
sentiment of nostalgia in poetic form, other poets did nonetheless pro-
duce compositions in which there was expressed an inner turmoil, linked 
to a mnemic phenomenon, which could even lead to sickness and death. 
consider, for example, the case of abū muḥammad Qāsim al-tamīmī, who 
lived through the period of the fitna and witnessed the clashes between 
muslims and christians. his poems also reflect the classical theme of  
separation from the loved place, now in the hands of the barbarian invaders,  
and a bitterness at having to emigrate from the island upon which his 
dearest friends lived.110 according to what is reported in the Kharīdat 
al-Qaṣr of al-iṣfāhānī, who was educated in ifrīqiya but had lived in sicily, 
in Palermo, we should also credit a little known ʿabd al-hālim b. ʿabd 
al-wāḥid with the following verses in which the island is for the poet a 
“garden of eternal happiness” which had been transformed through the 
coming of the normans into a living hell:

i loved sicily in my early youth: it seemed a garden of eternal happiness
i had not had the time to reach maturity when, behold, the country had 
been transformed into a burning gehenna.111

108 see Poeti arabi di Sicilia, ed. maria Francesca corrao (milan, 1987), pp. 131 and 133.
109 see antonio Prete, ed., Nostalgia. Storia di un sentimento (milan, 1992).
110 see Antologia della poesia araba, ed. Francesca maria corrao (rome, 2004), p. 257.
111  see BAS ar., 2: 705–706; BAS it., 3: p.758.
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in abū ʾl-ʿarab al-Ṣiqillī, who, after the advent of the normans, left sicily 
and went to andalusia, where he composed numerous poems in praise of 
the prince, his patron, al-muʿtamid b. ʿabbād,112 we find the same senti-
ment of loss, though expressed in a different fashion. in one of his enco-
miastic songs, in particular, we find an interesting and somewhat different 
slant on the motif of nostalgia. the poet seeks to overcome the pain of dis-
tance by inverting the terms: it is not he that is forced by human agency 
to leave his native land but it is this latter that drives him out and renders 
acceptable to him the idea, expressed in the guise of hope, of his seeking 
his fortune elsewhere, in fact at the court of the ruler of seville:

and you, my homeland! since you abandon me, i shall go away and be in 
the nests of the generous eagles!

i was born of earth and the whole earth is a homeland to me: all men are 
my kin!113

the terminology employed (homeland, earth, kin, origins), which refers 
to the sphere of memory, serves in a decisive fashion to emphasise the 
relationship between past and present, between the distant homeland 
and the new refuge. these are verses which, probably on account of their 
actual purpose, radically alter the representation of nostalgia as a senti-
ment. indeed, the poet achieves a shift in emphasis: he no longer speaks 
of “illness” but of “lack” and, above all, of the “human” capacity to adapt 
and integrate into a new environment. the notion of nostalgia is tied to 
the land of origin, to a “prior” and privileged place. the concept’s trans-
formation is here indicative of an alteration in the condition of the poet, 
who insists on the need to insert himself into his current environment, 
that is, the court of al-muʿtamid. the “return” that was supposed to fill 
the void of absence and to compensate for the “departure” is no longer 
an idea present in the mind of the poet who feels the need to be received 
in the “nests of the generous eagles.” For him, now, “the whole earth” is 
homeland. obviously in this case too we have to do with a motif already 
employed by other poets (the anthologist al-iṣfāhānī in fact is at pains to 
stress that this concept tallies with that of the poet ibn al-muʿtazz), one 
which proves nonetheless to be very interesting, above all in relation to 
the various functions that the motif of nostalgia assumes within praise 
poems.

112 see ʿabbās, Muʿjam, pp. 237–44.
113 see BAS ar., 2: 734; BAS it., 3: 793.
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the consolatory motive is, however, wholly absent from the verses by 
another poet from Palermo, namely, abū Ḥafṣ ʿumar b. raḥīq,114 a man 
whose heart is full of nostalgia and longing for familiar feelings and for the 
homeland.115 the poet, who alludes to an enforced separation, once again 
occurring after the norman conquest and without his nearest and dearest 
having been able to bid him farewell, says that he is inconsolable:

hard is it to bear this calamity that has befallen me,
and the sudden separation leaves me quite bereft.116

scholars of arabo-sicilian literature have generally shown an interest in 
the nostalgic compositions of those poets who, having been forced to 
leave the island after the coming of the normans, have helped to fashion 
mythologised images of their place of origin. conversely, very little atten-
tion has been paid to those men of letters who felt themselves to be exiles 
in Palermo when it was still islamic and who here composed verses about 
the pain engendered by distance. thus, the Riḥla of al-tījānī reproduces 
extracts from a qaṣīda by the poet muḥammad b. ʿabdūn al-sūsī, belonging 
to a family from Qayrawān that had then moved to susa, who went to 
sicily and to the court of the emir yūsuf b. ʿabd allāh thiqat al-dawla.117 
his qualities as panegyrist were much appreciated there, both by the 
father and by the son, Jaʿfar. though handsomely rewarded and heaped 
with honours, muḥammad b. ʿabdūn never ceased to feel the “lack” of 
his country and the desire to return. some highly evocative verses of his 
beg the mountain of al-muʿaskar (probably monte grifone, which stands 
behind Palermo)118 to allow the wind from tunisia to pass so that he can 
ask it for news “of what friends in the castle (of Ṭāriq) are doing” and 
receive replies too. the emir Jaʿfar, having heard these verses, was so full 
of admiration that he prevented the poet from leaving the court, despite 
his repeated requests to be discharged. the motif elaborated upon here 
is that of a delay to the poet’s “return,” serving to revive his nostalgia. 

114 see ʿabbās, Muʿjam, pp. 154–55.
115 according to amari (BAS it., 3: 796, n. 225), the city to which these verses allude may 

well be mahdiyya, which was abandoned in the space of a few hours, at the mere sight of 
roger’s army. iḥsān ʿabbās and shawqī Ḍayf (Taʾrīkh, p. 399), for their part, have no doubt 
that the reference is to Palermo. the universal nature of the sentiment, and the Paler-
mitan origins of the poet, do however allow us to attribute these verses to a maghribian 
context.

116 ibid.
117 see BAS ar., 2: 434–36; BAS it., 1: 487–89.
118 see BAS it., 1: 488, n. 13.
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the “enforced” distance, the curbing of his liberty by thiqat al-dawla and 
his son, served in actual fact to make the pleasure of the return last lon-
ger. it is no accident that al-tījānī, in his account of the events linking 
muḥammad b. ʿabdūn to the emiral court in Palermo, places the empha-
sis upon the poet’s ability, which is at one and the same time the cause 
of his good fortune (for the noteworthy remuneration lavished upon 
him) and of his misfortune (for the denial of his freedom to return to his 
native land). the poet also addressed a letter to thiqat al-dawla in which, 
though praising his generosity, he made a reference to the homeland, to 
his feelings and to the desire for return, the sole remedy for the “pain” of 
the nostalgic man:

if over there you sleep, oh i am ever awake to weep for you, and
anyone who weeps over a (past) life deserves to be forgiven.
there is so much pain in me that if it welled up from my heart and swept 

over you
oh then the houses surrounding you would burst into flames.119

For all those who sang of their nostalgia for sicily or when in sicily, the 
literary production of exile had a therapeutic value serving to assuage 
anxiety and the sense of loss. indeed, the absence of once familiar voices, 
faces and places, painfully noted by the poets, was transformed into a 
storehouse of images: past time can only exist through poetic language 
and by dint of remembering it, through the “resonance” that it is capable 
of generating. Poetry welcomes such remembrances and imparts a new 
life to them.

belles lettres

the sources record numerous titles of works in prose and in verse by 
arabo-sicilian authors which have not come down to us, and which 
will ultimately, we hope, be traced and published, so as to complete the  
panorama of medieval arabic literary and cultural production in the islamic 
maghrib.120 Favoured genres included the collections of adab, of which  

119  BAS ar., 2: 435; BAS it., 1: 488.
120 the recent discoveries, editions and studies of new arabic sources show how neces-

sary it is to persevere with investigations into islamic sicily. as regards the literature, in 
particular, and the obstacles, some of them ideological, to progress in our understanding, 
i refer the reader to maria rosa menocal, The Arabic Role in Medieval Literary History: 
A Forgotten Heritage (Philadelphia, 1987), p. 118 and n. 2.
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the anthology of ibn al-Qaṭṭāʿ is an emblematic example, epistolography 
and the maqāmāt.

amongst the works which are extant, i shall comment briefly on just 
two of them, reasons of space precluding a fuller treatment. i refer to the 
Zahr of ibn Qalāqis, to which i have already had recourse for the praise 
poetry it contains, and to the Sulwān al-Muṭāʿ of ibn Ẓafar al-Ṣiqillī.121 
these works, belonging to different genres, reflect, though in diverse and 
complementary ways, the relations between men of letters and power 
in norman sicily, and they may also help to clarify the cultural policies 
implemented on the island.

the Zahr al-bāsim is a text which may be ascribed to the adab system. 
the aim of the work is expressed by its author in the incipit. he in fact 
asserts that in it he has collected verses aligned “like pearls in a noble 
necklace,” in accordance with an image often used in classical arabic 
literature.122 Furthermore, ibn Qalāqis explains that his intention was to 
recount his own journey in sicily at the time of william ii, defining the 
island as a “territory of the sublime Kingdom,” and to tell of his frequenting 
illustrious personages from the Palermitan court and the family of the 
banū Ḥammūd.123 indeed, it is to a member of this same line, descended 
from that of the prophet of islam, namely, abūʾ l-Qāsim, that ibn Qalāqis 
dedicates the text in question, which “satisfies whoever aspires to seek 
out their own virtues” and “fulfils whoever sets out in search of their own 
probity.”124 in the “fertile meadow” of the foremost among the muslims 
of sicily, the poet of alexandria, like a shepherd who has abandoned the 
“desert shore,” finds refuge and favour. in a difficult phase of his life, in 
the middle of “a path bristling with obstacles and dangers,”125 caused by 
events unknown to us, and despite the fact that egypt was then ruled 
by a king worthy of praise, that is, abū muḥammad ʿabd allāh b. yūsuf 
al-ʿadid li-dīn allāh (died 1171), ibn Qalāqis arrived in sicily, in messina 
(11 may 1168), after a perilous journey narrated in verses that give voice to the 
fears, hopes and inner turmoil unleashed by the storm.126 in reality he had 
already addressed a missive to the lord of the muslims of the island, asking 

121  ibn Ẓafar, Sulwān al-Muṭāʿ ossiano Conforti politici, ital. trans. michele amari, ed. 
Paolo minganti (Palermo, reprinted 1973).

122 de simone, Splendori, p. 37.
123 ibid.
124 ibid., p. 38.
125 ibid., p. 40.
126 ibid., pp. 42–44.
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him to finance his pilgrimage to mecca and receiving a positive response.127 
within the account of this sicilian adventure, therefore, which functions 
as a sort of narrative frame, there were inserted texts in rhymed prose 
and in verses of great artistic and historical interest: the correspondence 
between the author and abūʾ l-Qāsim b. Ḥammūd; the praise poems, 
defined as “pearls with which to adorn the necks of illustrious persons,” to 
which i devoted some space above; the epistolary exchange, touching upon 
various arguments, between ibn Qalāqis and the poet and friend al-umawī, 
who was supposed, in a particular phase, to serve as a mediator between 
himself and the important gaito;128 descriptive verses (waṣf ) concerning 
royal residences, wine, loves and the account of the breaking of the fast 
of ramaḍān;129 a learned dispute of a linguistic nature between the poet 
and a personage called al-sharīf al-makīn, perhaps to be identified with 
idrīsī,130 regarding the appropriateness of reading ʿalaq (blood, but also 
affect, affection, dispute) or, conversely, ʿulaq (crowd, death, calamity) in a 
verse by ibn al-labbāna featured in a muwashshaha on the dynasty of the 
banu ʿabbād, lords of south-western spain;131 a genealogical dissertation 
on the Quraysh, containing a long list of illustrious personages belonging 
to that line.132 From the picture we have sketched, characterised by a dia-
lectic of reality and fiction which often verges on verisimilitude, from the 
constant recourse to quotation, from the alternation between verse and 
prose, from the succession of arguments of various kinds, there emerges in 
filigree important historico-cultural—and also ethical—information. For 
example, the testimonies relating to the request advanced to ibn Qalāqis 
by the syracusans to intercede with the important gaito to relieve them of 
the payment of the jizya, particularly onerous for them, are highly instruc-
tive.133 they refer to the economic hardship and harassment suffered by 
muslims in the norman period. such testimonies help by the same token 

127  ibid., pp. 46–49.
128  ibid., pp. 72–80.
129  ibid., pp. 58–66.
130 a. de simone, “un’ipotesi su al-idrisi geografo e poeta,” in antonino Pellitteri and 

giovanni montaina, eds., Azhàr. Studi arabo-islamici in memoria di Umberto Rizzitano  
(Palermo, 1995), pp. 111–23.

131  ibid., pp. 109–113.
132 ibid., pp. 113–18.
133 ibid., p. 88 and n. 155 (for some comment upon the identity of the ultimate recipient 

of the request, who may have been riccardo Palmer), and p. 89.
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to bring out the complexity of relationships at court and the actual func-
tioning of the dīwān.134

in addition, through ibn Qalāqis we are able to gain some idea of the 
liveliness and refinement of the cultural life that unfolded in this period at 
the norman court, and of the calibre of the poets and men of letters who 
attended. the gift of the book entitled Abolition of the evident qualities and 
alteration of the witticisms by ibn rashīq, which the author of the Zahr 
received from his friend, the poet al-umawī, in response to a request he 
himself had made, probably with reference to a question the two of them 
had already discussed;135 the dispute over the vocalisation of a word in 
a muwashshaha by the andalusian poet ibn al-labbāna, from which the 
author of the Zahr does however quote a verse mistakenly attributed to 
ibn Ḥamdīs;136 the continuous reference to a knowledge assembled by an 
imaginary built up by preceding generations; and, lastly, the actual form 
of the letters, corresponding to preconstituted islamic models, together 
allow us to reconstruct the intellectual activity that was played out in 
Palermo in these years, without thereby mitigating the difficulties mus-
lims had to face when outside the court. Finally, the narrative also sheds 
light on questions relating to etiquette. consider, for example, the sug-
gestions made by al-umawī and collected by ibn Qalāqis regarding the 
appropriateness of composing and sending a letter of congratulations to 
the brother of abūʾ l-Qāsim, that is, to abū ʿalī Ḥasan b. Ḥammūd, on the 
birth of a son on 2 January 1169.137

this same work also confirms how those arab men of letters who were 
active in, or who passed through norman sicily, did not form relation-
ships with poets and men of letters from other cultural traditions, those 
“good writers of verse” and “most excellent singers” who were nonetheless 
present at the court of the “good” King william. instead, they found in the 
island muslim representatives, figures present at court because they were 
useful for the consolidation of the new state structures, and felt them-
selves to be a part rather of a universal, and profoundly islamic, cultural 
system, as is demonstrated by the debates and questions to which ibn 
Qalāqis refers, and by the actual content of the exchanges between abū 

134 it is no accident that Jeremy Johns has devoted a paragraph of his book on the nor-
man administration in sicily to abūʾ l-Qāsim b. Ḥammūd: Johns, Arabic Administration, 
pp. 234–42.

135 de simone, Splendori, p. 80.
136 ibid., p. 45. 
137 ibid., pp. 101–104.
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al-Ṣalt and abū al-Ḍawʾ. the putative fusion between east and west at 
the norman court, in what has been defined by a particular historiogra-
phy as an aetas aurea, is not borne out by what we observe in the field of 
belles lettres,138 and was not in the least the consequence of an exemplary 
spirit of tolerance. it would seem to be more accurate, in fact, to speak 
of a “coexistence” deriving either from the shortcomings of the culture of 
which the normans were the bearers, due to the meagreness and hetero-
geneity of the forces at their disposal, or from their political adeptness at 
avoiding breaches by using to their own advantage, for the building of a 
new and greater state, those socio-cultural components that were other-
wise viewed as negative and irreconcileable factors.139

waters of comfort

the Sulwān al-Muṭāʿ or Political consolations of ibn Ẓafar al-Ṣiqillī,140 is a 
work belonging to the genre known as mirror for princes.141 this text, first 
published in tunis in 1862,142 was translated by michele amari into italian 
in 1851,143 on the basis of an unpublished critical edition reconstructed 
by himself during his Parisian exile, through the collation of manuscripts 
at his disposal in the bibliothèque royale. the work has one peculiarity: 
there exist two different drafts, with variants in its preface reflecting the 
posts held by the two personages to whom it was dedicated at different 

138 the concept is reiterated on many occasions by Karla mallette in her The Kingdom 
of Sicily, although it handles the three cultures in a unitary perspective, connected to their 
cohabitation within the same geographical context.

139 one simply has to reflect upon the fact that at the time of william ii the language 
most used at court was French, and that, according to ugo Falcando’s account, the brother 
of Queen marguerite could not hold high office because he did not know this language 
well enough. see resta, “la cultura siciliana nell’età normanna,” p. 269.

140 see hrair dekmejan and adel Fathy thabit, “machiavelli’s arab Precursor: ibn Zafar 
al-siqilli,” Middle Eastern Studies 27 (2000), 125–37.

141  there is an extensive bibliography on this literary genre. i shall refer here only to 
some of the essential studies: Jocelyne dakhlia, Le divan des roi: le politique et le religieux 
dans l’Islam (Paris, 1998); stefan leder, “aspekte arabischer un persischer Furstenspie-
gel. legitimation, Furstenethik, politiche Vernunft,” in angela de benedictis, ed., Specula 
Principum (Frankfurt-on-main, 1999), pp. 156–64; Patricia crone, Medieval Islamic Politi-
cal Thought (edinburgh, 2004); charles-henri de Fouchecour, Le sage et le prince en Iran 
médiéval (Paris, 2010); denise aigle, “la conception du pouvoir dans l’islam. miroirs des 
princes persans et théorie sunnite (xie–xiVe siècles),” Perspectives médiévales 31 (2007), 
17–44.

142 i believe that a new edition was published in cairo in 1978 by abū nakla aḥmad 
b. abīʾl-majīd.

143 the translation was republished in Palermo in 1973, see note 121 above.
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times and in different places. this feature is as a rule found in praise poems 
which were sometimes addressed by one and the same poet to different 
personages or patrons, with minimal changes, generally relating to the 
name of the dedicatee. the supposition is that the anonymous addressee 
of the first drafting was mujīr al-dīn, the governor of damascus until such 
time as he was driven out by nūr al-dīn in 1154. the former found himself 
in a difficult situation on account of a rebel who had tried to wrest power 
from him, plotting with some notables from mujīr al-dīn’s own circle and 
setting them at odds with his subjects. mujīr al-dīn was thus a personage 
whose need for “counsel” and “consolation” in ruling his own Kingdom was 
satisfied by ibn Ẓafar through a text explicitly modelled upon the famous 
Book of Kalīla and Dimna, attributed to ibn al-muqaffaʿ (died c. 757). this 
was an arabic revisiting of a work with indo-iranian origins (Pančatantra) 
which, through stories in part recounted by animals (the title evokes the 
name of two jackals), furnishes advice on good government.

the author of the Sulwān lays stress, in the first drafting of the work, 
addressed to “a King of egregious deeds and intentions,” on the duties of 
those princes and sovereigns who have especially onerous tasks: defending  
subjects from whoever seeks to attract them through flattery, watching 
over their safety in spaces public and private, ensuring a balance between 
strong and weak so that the rights of the latter are not sacrificed to those 
of the former, concerning themselves with the transmission of knowledge 
guaranteeing cultural growth, and employing divine rules, and nothing 
else, in promoting public utility. the whole of this part, however, followed 
by moral tales about sovereigns, is missing from the draft done in sicily, 
probably because it was regarded as superfluous and inadequate for the 
addressee in norman Palermo. the “sicilian” draft only contains a disser-
tation on the modalities and structure of the composition, along with ref-
erences to stories which were very useful to “the most famous monarchs 
in the world” and jealously guarded by them for fear that they might be 
spread abroad.144

although michele amari had originally supposed that the dedicatee of 
the Sulwān al-muṭāʿ, perhaps written in sicily in 1159–1160, was the same 
person for whom ibn Qalāqis had composed his Zahr,145 recent research 
lead us to doubt such a hypothesis and to think that it may instead have 
been this same personage’s father, namely, abū ʿabd allāh muḥammad b. 

144 ibn Ẓafar, Sulwān, op. cit., p. 4.
145 see BAS ar., 2: 836; BAS it., 3: p. 906.
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abīʾ l-Qāsim b. ʿalī b. al-ʿalawī al-Qurashī.146 this work, which met with 
notable success right from the start, was divided into five parts, exactly 
like the text upon which it was modelled, the Kalīla and Dimna, dedi-
cated in turn to abandoning oneself to god, to consolation, to constancy, 
to knowing how to achieve contentment and to abnegation. within the 
individual chapters the material is organised in a strictly hierarchical 
fashion.147 the author, conforming to the dialectical relationship between 
the word of power and the power of the word in islam, begins with the 
divine word, the one that dogma defines as inimitable and perfect, and 
which is situated at the beginning of history. ibn Ẓafar therefore offers the 
powerful man first of all a garland of Koranic verses on the argument that 
he is about to address, which are followed by a series of ḥadīth, in which 
the “word” of the prophet muḥammad also assumes the guise of “action.” 
the prophet is the exemplary model to which all must refer, both through 
what he has said and through what he has done. in the third position, 
according to the hierarchical order of the discourses of which the Sulwān 
consists, are located the “philosophical dicta in prose and in rhyme,” rep-
resented in the main by wise maxims uttered by authoritative personages 
or by verses of poetry, always present in the collections of adab. Finally 
we come to those discoveries defined by ibn Ẓafar as a “beautiful garden 
and a noble gymnasium,” which exercise intellects through the solving of 
puzzles, and perhaps reflect the ideology of the secret characteristic of 
medieval literary production in east and west.148

the drafting or rather the transplanting of a work of this kind, dedi-
cated to a muslim notable in norman sicily, simply serves to confirm, 
from my perspective, both the universal nature of the mirrors for princes, 
easily adaptable to different contexts in different periods, as the success 
of this genre shows, and their capacity to sum up, and to cleave to, the 
requirements of a cultural life organised around the court. its presence in 

146 see adalgisa de simone, “una ricostruzione del viaggio in sicilia di ibn Qalāqis sulla 
base dell’al-Zahr al-bāsim,” in Arabi e Normanni in Sicilia (Atti del Convegno internazionale  
euro-arabo, Agrigento 22–23–24 Febbraio 1992) (agrigento, 1993), pp. 109–125; “Al-Zahr 
al-bāsim di ibn Qalāqis e le vicende dei musulmani nella sicilia normanna,” in Del nuovo 
sulla Sicilia musulmana, pp. 99–152: p. 107; Splendori, p. 107, n. 97. the same point is made 
in Ḍayf, Taʾrikh, p. 419. on this question see also Johns, Arabic Administration, p. 235, 
n. 96.

147 mirella cassarino, “come rivolgersi all’autorità. i conforti politici di ibn Ẓafar il 
siciliano,” in antonella ghersetti, ed., La parola del potere, il potere della parola, tra Europa 
e Mondo arabo-ottomano tra Medioevo ed Età Moderna (Venice, 2010), pp. 26–45.

148 see william eamon, Science and the Secrets of Nature, Books of Secrets in Medieval 
and Early Modern Culture (Princeton, 1994). 
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norman sicily, obviously regarded as “useful,” is not linked to the varie-
gated social reality of the island but is inscribed in the sumptuous salons 
of the royal palace or in the sublime residences of the banū Ḥammūd.

the geographical work of al-idrīsī: between science and adab

the monumental work entitled Kitāb Nuzhat al-mushtāq fi ikhtirāq al-afāq 
(Diversion for one passionate about touring the world), better known under 
the title Kitāb Rujār or Rogerʾs Book, was planned, funded and realised at 
the court of roger ii and of his successor. it arose out of the encounter 
between the lively intellect of the Kingdom’s founder and the geographer 
and man of letters abū ʿabd allāh muḥammad b. muḥammad ibn idrīs 
al-ʿalī bi-amr allāh al-idrīsī, who, thanks to the drafting of this treatise, 
would become one of the most representative figures of sicilian arabo-
norman culture.149 in the personality of al-idrīsī, the classical formation of 
the adīb, the man endowed with a high level of general culture embracing 
the religious sciences, philology and poetry, was wonderfully combined 
with a specialist knowledge of the medical, pharmacological, botanical 
and geographical sciences. along with some of his verses,150 we also have 
an important pharmacopoeia entitled Kitāb al-jāmiʿ li-ṣifāt ashṭāt al-nabāt 
wa-durūb anwāʿ al-mufradāt (Compendium of the properties of diverse 
plants and various kinds of single drugs),151 a work in which he attributes 
to the plants used in a medical context a specific name in various different 
languages (for example, syriac, greek, Persian, latin, berber).152

the Praefatio to roger’s book153 follows faithfully in its every part the 
schema employed by the medieval arab authors of adab: the section dedi-
cated to praise of the most high is followed in fact by that concerned 
with the exaltation of the qualities of the norman sovereign and the clas-
sical “investiture rite” of the author and coordinator of the venture by 

149 on the biography of al-idrīsī and the problems it poses, not least as regards the 
dating of his work, i refer the reader to annliese nef, “al-idrīsī: un complément d’enquête 
biographique,” in Géographes et voyageurs au Moyen Age, pp. 53–66, which contains all 
the earlier bibliography on this same argument. 

150 see de simone, “un’ipotesi su al-idrīsī geografo e poeta,” pp. 111–23.
151  ed. Fuad setzgin (Frankfurt, 1995).
152 a linguistic study of some aspects of this text and of the Nuzha has been undertaken 

by cristina la rosa in the context of a doctorate in progress at the university of Venice. 
153 al-idrīsī, Opus Geographicum, ed. alessio bombaci et alii (naples and rome, 1970–

1976), 1, pp. 3–14.
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his patron.154 roger is lauded for his noble origins, which in his case are 
combined with nobility of mind, for his discernment and wide-ranging 
knowledge, for his perspicacity and grasp of the art of good government, 
for the might he displayed when “he has conquered to the east and to the 
west; he has brought low those tyrants who are his co-religionists, far and 
near, mustering armies exceedingly strong in numbers and in instruments 
of war . . .”.155 in addition, the work’s scope and its method are described. 
the bounds of the kingdom having been extended and projects of govern-
ment enlarged, the sovereign thought to ascertain the condition of the 
territories acquired and to arrive at a precise understanding of the con-
fines, the routes by sea and by land and the different climates. the desire 
for knowledge, which was also politically motivated, embraced other 
countries and regions. where method was concerned, it was supposed 
to be based upon a comparison between details gleaned from bookish 
knowledge (the Prologue lists the titles of a series of important geographi-
cal works composed prior to that date), not always wholly satisfactory, 
with those drawn from the direct experience of geographers and travellers 
summoned to court and quizzed, over a period of fifteen years, regarding 
the more obscure and uncertain arguments. roger likewise wished to draw 
up a geographical map on which he marked the information collected, 
and he commissioned the construction of a silver planisphere, destroyed 
in 1161 when the palace was sacked, upon which was engraved, on the 
basis of what the map indicated, the subdivision of the world into seven 
climates, with the representation of regions, the configuration of territo-
ries, of seas and of roads. along with scientific data, the book was also 
supposed to include elements of material culture, and likewise to furnish  
information on agricultural products, “the various manners of building and 
other particulars, the doings of men, the industries, the import and export 
trade, the wonders claimed by each country or attributed to it.” nor, 
finally, should there be any shortage of information about the inhabitants, 
their appearance, nature, religion, adornment, dress and language. the 
next section concerned the general approach of the work, which made 
continuous reference to the Ptolemaic system, to the order it followed in 

154 the geographer was here obeying an order pure and simple, namely, to compose a 
book, the actual title of which had been chosen by the sovereign. 

155 i cite this, and the other passages in english translation from the italian translation 
by michele amari, as reproduced in the volume gabrieli-scerrato (4th ed, milan, 1993), 
pp. 205–208. 
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treating the arguments and, finally, to the recording of details in seventy 
maps.

a late version of this same work, which may be dated to 1192, is known 
by the title of “little idrisi,” and has only been published in part, provides 
a summary of the matter covered and contains some emendations.

this is not the place to examine the innovative features of this work, a 
valuable synthesis of eastern and western knowledge serving to make it 
a foundation-stone in the history of the geographical sciences, or to high-
light its lacunae and the causes of the neglect it has suffered. suffice it to 
say here that, with respect to the successes achieved by idrīsī, his coverage 
appears to have been exhaustive, so far as the knowledge of the period is 
concerned, as regards sicily and the maghrib. the book’s handling of its 
materials does, however, become gradually more phantastical, in relation 
to the countries of the Far east, such as china and india, and less precise 
in relation to northern europe, even though many of the geographers and 
travellers at court came from the area.

i do, however, want to comment in passing on the cultural and politi-
cal significance of roger’s monumental ventures. the sovereign was moti-
vated by the desire to assemble and promote the eastern inheritance, 
arab and byzantine, and to combine it with the european tradition. it 
was a matter, in short, of assuming a leading role in the realisation of a 
cultural project, in the wake of the work done by the philosopher kings, 
which was designed to lead to the establishment of a new geographical 
canon based upon the concordance of information compiled in various 
ways.156 the decision to compose the work in arabic is in itself significant, 
and reflects a very precise political line: arabic, being the language of the 
most advanced scientific tradition, represented continuity and stability. a 
decade later this same decision would have been unthinkable.

concluding remarks

our trajectory here has served to show that it is not always an easy mat-
ter to distinguish Palermo as experienced from Palermo as imagined. the 

156 see the introduction to annliese nef and henri bresc, La première géographie de 
l’Occident (Paris, 1999), p. 51. i would like to take this opportunity to thank annliese nef for 
inviting me to contribute to this volume, and also for her helpful and generous advice and 
observations. thanks too to giuseppe mandalà with whom i have had fruitful exchanges 
of opinion.
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city was at one and the same time the site of a conquest and a place to 
be defended. travellers and pilgrims in transit had outlined the topogra-
phy and the landscape, along with the architecture; first the mosques and 
then the churches, the baths, the squares and the markets, the walls, the 
castles, the royal palaces and the ribāṭ, representing them sometimes as 
places that could be experienced in person, sometimes as mental spaces. 
Palermo also manifested its own nature through the diversity of its lan-
guages (one or other of which might assume a primacy, depending upon 
the period), of the respective varieties and of the genres through which 
they found expression: aulic idioms employed at court, the “median” forms 
used in non-canonical written texts, and those spoken in the city streets 
and squares. Palermo was, depending upon the vantage point, centre and 
periphery, a place of confinement and a paradise. the poets had trans-
posed the city into their verses as symbol and metaphor, representing it 
in the guise of the power, majesty and magnanimity of the princes and 
sovereigns who had ruled it, in the inner turmoil of the countless number 
who had lived in it as a place of exile and wandering and in the wistful-
ness of the migrants who had yearned to return to it.





The hauTeville’s experimenT (xiTh–xiiTh)





norman palermo: The capiTal of a kingdom or The dream 
scene of an empire?

annliese nef

This chapter is designed to situate the famous creations of 12th-century 
palermo in their ideological and political context. since elena pezzini in 
the present volume tackles the question of the evolution of the urban 
fabric, rosa di liberto offers a sort of guide to the city’s monuments in the 
norman period, and laura sciascia, who explores the city as political the-
atre, locates the norman moment within the longue durée, my purpose 
here is not to rehearse points already made in these other chapters but in 
some sense to introduce them.

What was revealed at the majority of roger ii, with the transfer, in 1112, 
of the capital from messina to palermo, was a decision that was at once 
the outcome of an earlier development, whose details remain obscure for 
want of sources, and the inauguration of a new era for the hauteville. This 
choice must be understood in relation to both a domestic and a medi-
terranean context, since it in fact entailed moving the principal seat of  
government and of the court from the least islamicised part of the island1 
to what, up until the middle of the 11th century, had been its islamic  
capital, and remained its most important city, that is, palermo. This same 
choice likewise led to a distancing of the capital from the italian penin-
sula and from regions within which the magnates did not hesitate to chal-
lenge the comtal power, as was the case in particular during the regency 
of adelaide (1101–1112), and to a rapprochement with those sicilian regions 
in which the elites were more islamicised. 

The difficulty we face in reconstructing this process lies in the fact  
that the documentation is thin prior to 1130, and that the temptation  
therefore arises to ascribe retrospectively to an earlier period the idea of 
a political construct elaborated step by step on the ground, in the course 

1 Because the eastern part of the island had been wholly conquered over a century later 
than the western part, and because it had maintained its relationship with the Byzantine 
empire, even when under islamic domination.
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of an evolution entailing as many continuities2 as discontinuities.3 in 
particular, the part played by adelaide in this decision can hardly have 
been minor, even if the sources do not mention it.4 What is certain is that 
between 1130 and 1154 (the date of roger ii’s death) there was established 
a court life in which a variety of different elements were intermingled, 
a mode of existence that was maintained subsequently,5 although some 
resistance was displayed to such a synthesis during the reign of William i 
(1154–1166). one can in fact identify three distinct periods, which may be 
briefly characterised as follows. The first is a period of elaboration, during 
which we observe the integration of the contributions of contemporary 
courts and administrations, and the recasting of what was inherited from 

2 one could cite several sources dating from the 12th century emphasising both that 
it was indeed a question of an active policy, and that contemporaries were conscious of 
continuities, and of discontinuities in this domain. i will reproduce just the one here, 
taken from alexander of Telese, who describes events relating to roger ii up until 1136. The 
passage in question describes the magnates advising roger ii to become king: Qui etiam 
addebant quod regni ispius principium et caput, Panhormus sicilie metropolis fieri deceret; 
que olim sub priscis temporibus super hanc ipsam provinciam reges nonnullos habuisse tradi-
tur, qui postea, pluribus evolutis annis, occulto Dei disponente iudicio nunc usque sine regibus 
mansit (“[The councillors] added that the centre and capital of the kingdom should have 
been palermo, which, formerly, in the past, they said, had had kings who had ruled over 
the province [of sicily], and which, subsequently, after many years, through an impene-
trable divine plan, had remained without a king until that date,” Alexandri Telesini Abba-
tis ystoria Rogerii regis Sicilie Calabrie atque Apulie, ed. ludovica de nava, comm. dione 
clementi (rome, 1991), p. 23. on this topic, see fulvio delle donne, “liturgie del potere: 
le testimonianze letterarie,” in raffaele licinio and francesco violante, eds., Nascita di 
un regno. Poteri signorili, istituzioni feudali e strutture sociali nel Mezzogiorno normanno 
(1130–1194). Atti delle XVII Giornate normanno-seveve (Bari, 10–13 oct. 2006), ed. (Bari, 2008), 
pp. 331–68.

3 one of the questions raised concerns the role played by continuity and local con-
tributions in this process: ought we to see here solely borrowings from abroad or did a 
proportion of the elements described as “Byzantine” or as “islamic” henceforth form part 
of insular practices and productions? Jeremy Johns has given a convincing account of the 
administrative borrowings from 12th-century fatimid egypt, in a context in which signs 
of an inheritance from the previous period have long been sought: Jeremy Johns, Arabic 
Administration in Norman Sicily. The Royal Dīwān (cambridge, 2002). at the same time, 
it would be a mistake to exaggerate the rupture, and it is likely that a certain number of 
continuities, themselves not immune to further development, served to link the period of 
the hauteville to the islamic period, particularly at the local level.

4 indeed, the idea of roger ii taking this decision on his own, and at the age of 17, defies 
belief. We ought moreover to relate such an action to adelaide’s marriage to Baudouin i of 
Jerusalem, in 1113, the negotiations for which included the stipulation that roger ii inherit 
the kingdom of Jerusalem. on adelaide’s very prominent political role, see hubert hou-
ben, “adelaide ‘del vasto’ nella storia del regno normanno di sicilia,” in id., Mezzorgiono 
Normanno-Svevo. Monasteri e castelli, ebrei e musulmani (naples, 1996), pp. 81–105.

5 an assertion which contradicts neither the reality of the growing latinisation of the 
population at large, nor the hauteville’s policy of exalting christianity.
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the previous period, for which the documentation is uneven. it extends 
from 1101 to 1154, with a marked acceleration from 1125–1130 (when george 
of antioch assumed an increasingly important role and when roger ii 
ascended the throne).6 The second is a period of revolts orchestrated by 
the latin magnates, who set out to denounce royal policies deemed “tyran-
nical,” their criticisms covering such things as the presence of eunuchs, 
the limited importance accorded to the latin magnates, etc. This period 
extended from 1154 to 1161, but coloured the whole of the reign of Wil-
liam i, dubbed “Bad” (1154–1166). it was reflected in the liquidation of the 
norman emporia in ifrīqiya (between the death of roger ii and 1160), on  
account of both the sovereign’s seemingly limited interest in their  
preservation and the advance of the almohads. a third period comprised 
the regency of margaret (1166–1171) and the reign of William ii (1171–1189). 
it witnessed the revival, despite recurrent periods of tension, of a synthetic  
approach to government, which offered some leeway to the latin mag-
nates, and promoted mediterranean expansion; William ii was incontest-
ably the most arabophone of the sovereigns, and the one most deeply 
aware of islamic culture, belonging as he did to the hauteville dynasty. 

The elements of which court life consisted throughout the 12th century  
formed part of a mediterranean koiné: royal ceremonial synthesising a 
wide range of different contributions, the presence of eunuchs, patronage 
extended to learned arabo-muslims passing through the court, the existence 
of a royal textiles workshop reworking islamic and Byzantine designs, 
islamic and Byzantine architectural and artistic inspirations,7 etc. The 
government itself reflected such choices, as is evident from the employ-
ment of three different chancellery languages, the centrality of the dīwān 
al-ma‘mūr, the royal titles and the names of administrative functions  
taking their inspiration from Byzantium and from the fatimids.8 a synthesis 

6 With regard to this aspect of roger ii’s policy, a number of interesting observations 
may be found in hubert houben, Roger II of Sicily: A Ruler between East and West (cam-
bridge, 2002, translated by graham a. loud and diane milburn), and in articles on the 
same topic in Byzantino-Sicula V. Giorgio di Antiochia; l’arte della politica in Sicilia nel XII 
secolo tra Bisanzio e l’Islam (Atti del convegno internazionale, Palermo, 19–20 avril 2007) 
(palermo, 2009).

7 on this last point, see the chapter by rosa di liberto in the present volume.
8 for a treatment of all these aspects of the question, one should consult Johns, Arabic 

Administration and annliese nef, Conquérir et gouverner la Sicile islamique aux XIe et XIIe 
siècles (rome, 2011).
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of this kind could not exist without a minimal religious ecumenicalism,9 
reminiscent to a degree of the contemporary eastern empires.

These deliberate borrowings from contemporary political conceptions 
reflected the imperial ambitions of the dynasty of the hauteville, who 
only drew inspiration from political notions cultivating this same dimen-
sion, even if they refrained from doing so on the latin side, where they 
took their cue from the royal function, thereby adapting to a different 
imaginary and to different political realities. it is worth emphasizing that 
such ambitions were not simply an ideological stance: they began to be 
realized through the subjection of the political units in southern italy in 
the course of the years between 1120 and 1130, through the seizing control 
of the coastal ifrīqiyan cities (second half of the 1130s–end of the 1140s), 
through the relations established with the fatimids and Byzantium, but 
also through formulating a specific response to the first crusades, which 
combined abstaining from all military involvement with a marriage alli-
ance (between adelaide and Baldwin i of Jerusalem).

historians may agree about the above facts, but not about their inter-
pretation: were these choices concerned solely with matters outside sicily 
or were they also designed to reinforce the internal cohesion of the insular 
society, or at any rate of its elites, by not granting a one-sided and unlimited 
power to the latin magnates? The terms the sources of the period use to 
describe the disintegration of the norman dynasty lend some credence 
to the first interpretation,10 but there is also cause to doubt whether the 
social dynamics can always have been so mechanical.11 furthermore, the 
very lamentations of the authors invoked in support of the first interpre-
tation could be an indication of their adherence to this same ideological 
construction.12 it is in fact clear that such a synthesis, even if partial, even 

9 ead., “imaginaire impérial, empire et œcuménisme religieux: quelques réflexions 
depuis la sicile des hauteville,” Cahiers de Recherches Médiévales et Humanistes 24 (2013), 
pp. 227–249 and http://crm.revues.org/index.html.

10 Johns, Arabic Administration. according to this same author, such a policy was desi-
gned to serve as a sort of political communication aimed at contemporary sovereigns, and 
he highlights the contrast with the all too effective treatment meted out to the muslims 
in sicily by the hauteville (the execution of philip of mahdia in 1153; anti-muslim move-
ments in 1161).

11 annliese nef, “État, agrégation des élites et redistribution des ressources dans la sicile 
des xie–xiie siècles: propositions pour une nouvelle interprétation,” in John hudson, ana 
rodriguez and eduardo manzano, eds., Diverging Paths, in press.

12 as, for example, in the case of the pseudo-falcando, in the Letter to the Treasurer of 
Palermo.
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if limited to just one part of the elites, must have gone beyond the sovereign 
himself.

paradoxically, then, even as the framework of the debate is rendered 
more precise, so too do the questions proliferate and become more 
complex. The chapters that follow are meant to emphasise this fact, by 
focusing on the evolution of the city of palermo, while at the same time 
providing an update of the present state of our knowledge. 





NormaN Palermo:  
architecture betweeN the 11th aNd 12th ceNtury

rosa di liberto

in Sicily, between the end of the 11th and the 12th century, Norman archi-
tectural culture achieved a remarkable synthesis of formal and construc-
tive contributions drawn from the further shores of byzantine, islamic 
and North european figurative invention, transfusing them into an origi-
nal and unexpected language. the numerous achievements of crystalline 
figurativity in evidence on the island are the tangible sign of such protean 
cultural contributions, and of a Norman koinè that conferred so markedly 
distinctive a character upon them.1

the feverish building activity characteristic of this period, and espe-
cially of the reign of roger ii (1130–1154), was concentrated by and large in 
Palermo. in counterposing christianity to the islam of the defeated “infi-
dels,” the calculated and programmatic intention of the Norman kings to 
transform the territory of Palermo into the capital of a kingdom found 
concrete expression in the building of three cathedrals (cefalù, Palermo, 
monreale), numerous churches (S. Giovanni dei lebbrosi, S. Giovanni degli 
eremiti, Santa maria maddalena, SS. trinità or magione, Santo Spirito or 
dei Vespri) and exquisite chapels inside palaces both royal and private 
(cappella Palatina, Santa maria dell’ammiraglio known as the martorana, 
S. cataldo).

the preoccupation with political assertion and symbolic statement was 
complemented by the need to bolster the city’s defences so that its forti-
fications could withstand the new tactics elaborated in the poliorcetica.  
although only a few fragments of the turreted circuit of walls may remain,2 
the torre Pisana in the Palazzo dei Normanni, an impregnable bastion 

1  i would like to thank Sergio aiosa for having read and criticised the present chapter. 
i would also like to thank alessandra bagnera for her helpful suggestions, luna Figurelli 
for having assisted me in revising the english translation and lina bellanca for kindly 
granting me access to the photogrammetric mapping of the cappella Palatina’s (archivio 
Soprintendenza ai beni culturali di Palermo), upon which my drawings are based. 

2 elena Pezzini, “un tratto della cinta muraria della città di Palermo,” MEFRM 110/2 
(1998), 719–771; Franco d’angelo, “le mura della Palermo del trecento,” Schede Medievali 
30–31 (1996), 47–64; Valeria brunazzi, “l’epoca della costruzione delle mura urbiche di Pal-
ermo e annotazioni sul rilievo di un loro tratto,” ibid., 65–72; a reader wishing to grasp the 
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and, at the same time, the most aulic instance of Norman Sicilian fortified 
architecture, presents a cross-section of the advances made in the context 
of the ars fortificatoria.

a counterpart to the edifices built within the walls of Palermo was  
supplied by the suburban dwellings set in the midst of luxuriant gardens, 
designed for recreation and otia. at maredolce or Favara, by means of 
impressive feats of hydraulic engineering, the water from the springs 
used to supply the city were channelled into a large artificial pond in the 
vicinity of the palace, with an attached chapel dedicated to Saints Philip 
and James. during the reigns of william i (1154–1166) and of william ii  
(1166–1189), the “solaces” of the Zisa and of the cuba, set in the midst of 
the park of the Genoardo ( Jannat al-arḍ, earthly Paradise) were built. the 
stereometric edifices, characterised by ogival blind arches that impart a 
rhythm to their facades, harmonise closely with the fountains and fish-
ponds in which they are reflected. Not far from the cuba was the cuba 
Soprana, today subsumed within the eighteenth-century Villa Napoli, 
in whose garden the Piccola cuba, a square pavilion surmounted by an 
extradosed dome, still survives.

in reconstructing the abovementioned picture of building projects rea-
lised in Palermo, i shall try to provide a synthesis which, while disdaining 
the none too rewarding philological approach, likewise shuns the rigid 
schematism of the traditional subdivisions applied to buildings, whether 
chronological (conquest, countship, Kingdom) or functional (religious, 
civil, military).3 the approach adopted here will focus instead on the  
characteristics of the actual layouts and on the specific architectonic and 
formal solutions, which render the processes adopted on the island so 
very distinctive.

the chapels “of the Kings:” cappella Palatina, Santa maria 
dell’ammiraglio, San cataldo

though differing in ichnographic conception and in volumetric develop-
ment, the cappella Palatina, Santa maria dell’ammiraglio (both datable to 

topography of Palermo in the Norman period should consult elena Pezzini’s contribution 
to the present volume, which also features a bibliography.

3 Such classificatory criteria, which have long been traditional, were employed by 
Giuseppe di Stefano in a pioneering study of Norman architecture: di Stefano-Krönig. a 
critical survey of the specialist bibliography may be found in Gianluigi ciotta, La cultura 
architettonica normanna in Sicilia (messina, 1993).
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around 1140) and S. cataldo (c. 1160) each represent a particular inflection 
of a common artistic language. in the refinement of their architectural con-
ception, these buildings reflect the culture of the most prestigious patrons 
in the Sicily of that period, respectively roger ii, the admiral George of 
antioch and his successor, maio of bari. in line with the programmatic 
choices of roger ii, translated into binding stylistic commitments by the 
architects, even the private chapels of his highest court dignitaries fea-
ture solutions involving symbolic elements that represent power, thereby 
revealing the status of the commission. the construction site of the 
cappella Palatina and, earlier still, that of the cathedral of cefalù, drew 
highly skilled workmen of diverse origins to Sicily, in response to the  
sovereign’s explicit request. their presence, and their repertoire of designs, 
gave rise to artistic conceptions that even impinged upon the choices of 
the greatest court dignitaries. the latter, just like the king, would decorate 
the facades of their churches with epigraphic bands surmounted by mer-
lons, and the interiors with domes, polychrome marble floors and mosaic 
panelling. if the formal and figurative contributions from overseas indu-
bitably played a decisive role in the formation of the new language, they 
nevertheless would seem to have been woven into a fabric of local experi-
mentation and workshops. the latter’s importance begins to emerge from 
the research presented in the most recent studies.

The Cappella Palatina

dedicated to Saint Peter, the chapel attached to the Palatium Novum or 
superius Castrum (today called the Palazzo dei Normanni) is the political 
manifesto of roger ii and his court and, at the same time, one of the most 
complete artistic expressions of the power of the hauteville. the chapel 
was erected on top of the so-called crypt, an earlier chapel of more modest  
dimensions. here, in all probability, roger, Comes Siciliae et Calabriae 
since 1112, was crowned first king of Sicily, on christmas day, 1130.4 there 
is no surviving documentary evidence which might help us to date this 
first church. one of the elements sustaining the conviction that it did 
indeed exist many years before the building of the cappella Palatina is 

4 thomas dittelbach, “la chiesa inferiore,” in Cappella Palatina, pp. 283–93; dorotée 
Sack, Steffi Platte, monika thiel and Jürgen Giese, “bauforschung in der unterkircke der 
cappella Palatina in Palermo,” Architettura. Zeitscrift für Geschicthe der Baukunst/journal 
of the History of Architecture 37 (2007), 122–44; Vladimir Zoric’, “Arx proeclara quam Pala-
tium Regale appellant: le sue origini e la prima cappella Palatina della corte normanna,” in 
Franco d’angelo, ed., La città di Palermo nel medioevo (Palermo, 2002), pp. 85–193.
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a document from 1112, in which adelaide del Vasto, widow of roger the 
Great count and mother of the future king, noted that in the upper city 
there resided not only members of the aristocracy and ordinary soldiers, 
but also the archbishop and clerics. the residence in the palace of the 
religious lends credence to the notion that in thalamo superioris castri  
nostri5 there must already have been a place of worship in which they 
might perform their liturgical functions. according to thomas dittelbach, 
this first church was built after adelaide had transferred the Norman court 
from messina to Palermo and, more precisely, “towards the end of the first 
decade of the 12th century.”6

the small church with three apses (c. 12×14 metres) is divided into 
three parts by means of two columns which separate the central aisle 
from the side aisles (see Fig. 6.1). each of the aisles is subdivided into two 
bays covered with cross-vaulting. the chapel is linked by means of corri-
dors to a rectangular hall (5.52×4.77 metres), barrel-vaulted and closed off 
by imposing widths of wall. there is as yet no firm evidence whatsoever 
for the view that this space was originally meant to house a royal tomb.7 
Such contexts should be linked chronologically to the building above it 
of the cappella Palatina, since its structures serve as solid foundations. 
at the same time they enable a vertical link to be established between 
the two floors. according to such a hypothesis, the statical function of 
the rectangular hall accounts for the otherwise anomalous dimensions of 
its perimeter walls (5 metres). despite some important divergences in the 
interpretation advanced by scholars of the few documents relating to its 

5 Ego Adalais Comitissa, et Rogerius filius meus gratia iam miles, iam Comes Siciliae et 
Calabriae, Panormi morantes, et in thalamo superioris castri nostri cum Gualterio praefatae 
urbis Archiepiscopo, et cum multis nostrorum tam clericorum, quam Baronum, et militum 
residentes, praedicto Archiepiscopo, et Canonicis hoc privilegium institui. Tabularium eccle-
siae Panormitanae, 1112, Indict. 5. Pridie idus mensis Iunii, in rocco Pirri, Siciliae Sacrae, i, 
coll. 60–61 (col. 60). in this regard see dittelbach, “la chiesa inferiore,” p. 283, note 1.

6 ibid., p. 283. in essentially concurring with this hypothesis, william tronzo ascribes 
the cappella Palatina’s construction to the years between 1102 and 1115; william tronzo, 
“l’architettura della cappella Palatina,” in Cappella Palatina, pp. 79–99, p. 93. this scholar 
here returns to arguments treated at greater length in: Id., The cultures of his kingdom. 
Roger II and the Cappella Palatina in Palermo (Princeton, 1997).

7 according to thomas dittelbach, the sole documentary clue pointing to such a pos-
sible use of this space is the chronicle of romualdo Salernitano, which recounts that 
william i, in 1166, had been buried in the chapel of St. Peter in his palace (dittelbach, 
“la chiesa inferiore,” p. 284; thomas dittelbach, dorotée Sack, La chiesa inferiore della 
Cappella Palatina a Palermo: Contesti, Progetti, Rilievi (Künzelsau, 2005). william tronzo, 
on the other hand, maintains that this space had been intended to house roger’s tomb 
(tronzo, “l’architettura,” p. 93).
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construction,8 there is a consensus in the recent bibliography to the effect 
that roger ii’s coronation took place in this lower chapel and that the 
latter was raised to the status of parochial church in 1132, by archbishop 
Peter. the southern side of the building overlooked the palace and was 
also lit by absidal windows, which were then below ground. its definitive 
demotion to the status of a subterranean “crypt” took place in 1567, when 
the windows were obscured by the buttressing of some rooms used in 
the administration of the palace, following the radical alterations put into 
effect by the Viceroys Vega and maqueda.

having become the first king of Sicily, roger ii conceived the plan for 
the new chapel, which was monumental and ambitious, and whose sanc-
tuary is attested on the perimeter walls of the earlier place of worship (see 
Fig. 6.2). Given the great paucity of documents relating to the years in 
which the cappella Palatina was built, which do not allow us to establish 
with any certainty either the date of its foundation or that of its comple-
tion, there inevitably exists a truly vast bibliography devoted to their inter-
pretation, and numerous hypotheses with respect to dating. the sources 
under discussion are: a deed of dedication from 28 april 1140, preserved in 
the tabularium of the royal cappella Palatina;9 the date of 1143 imprinted 
in the Greek inscription which unfolds along the mosaics at the base of 
the dome; the evocative description of the building contained in the 
homily pronounced by Philagete of cerami during the church’s inaugural 
ceremony, known to us through an undated document.10 in the sermon, 
delivered on 29th June, the feast day of Saints Peter and Paul, Philagete 
likens the marble floor of the church to an eternal spring, alluding to the 

8 according to Vladimir Zoric’, the first chapel had been dedicated to Santa Maria 
Hyerusalem, and would have been donated to roger the Great count by his highest court 
dignitary, the admiral and protonobilissimus christophorus (Zoric’, “Arx proeclara”). this 
hypothesis has been endorsed by dittelbach, “la chiesa inferiore,” p. 283). beat brenk, on 
the other hand, reckons that the church referred to in the document was in fact the private 
chapel of christophorus, and that it was certainly not located in the vicinity of the palace.  
Furthermore, this same scholar maintains that the lower church, originally dedicated 
to the madonna odigitria, had been dedicated to Saint Peter after roger ii’s coronation 
(beat brenk, “l’importanza e la funzione della cappella Palatina di Palermo nella storia 
dell’arte,” in Cappella Palatina, p. 31).

9 Tabularium regiae ac imperialis cappellae collegiatae divi Petri in regio Panormitano 
palatio Ferdinandi II. Regni utrisque Siciliae regis (Palermo, 1835), 7, Nr. ii.

10 the homily has finally been translated into english and published with the Greek 
text on the opposite page, in Jeremy Johns, “the date of the ceiling of the cappella 
Palatina in Palermo,” in ernst Grube and Jeremy Johns, eds., The painted ceilings of the 
Cappella Palatina (Genoa, 2005), pp. 1–9, which also contains a detailed and highly specific 
bibliography.
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colours of the inlays and to the joyful deployment of the designs in the 
various panels (see Fig. 6.3), and its ceiling to a clear evening sky in which 
the stars are shining, making an explicit reference to the theoria of coffers 
in the form of eight-point stars, lined up in two parallel rows and framed 
by muqarnas, which decorate the central part of the nave.11 consequently, 
on the occasion of the inauguration, both the chapel floor and its phantas-
magorical painted wooden ceiling had already been decorated.

Some scholars reckon that the two chronological clues, furnished by 
the deed of dedication and by the date at the base of the dome, indicate  
respectively the actual start of the building work and the completion  
of the mosaic decoration. more recently, Jeremy Johns, after a close scru-
tiny of the sources and of the relevant bibliography, has concluded that 
the homily was pronounced in 1143, a date at which there is a strong  
probability that the ceiling of the church had also been completed.12 
according to this same scholar, the year imprinted at the base of the dome 
must coincide with the finalisation of work on the sanctuary and the nave 
alike. beat brenk, on the other hand, brings the date of the homily back 
to 1140, the year in which the church was consecrated, maintaining that 
the mosaics in the presbytery were completed in 1143 and the mosaics 
in the longitudinal body “no later than circa? 1145,” whereas the mosaic 
decoration of the aisles and of the western wall belonged to the reigns of 
william i and william ii.13 at any rate, around 1140 work on the site of the 
cappella Palatina must have been in large part completed.

as has been noted many times, the singularity of the architectural struc-
ture of the cappella Palatina lies in the grafting of a latin basilica with 
three aisles on to a wide sanctuary of byzantine origin, whose central plan 
is highlighted by a hemispherical dome extradosed on a high octagonal 
tambour14 (see Fig. 6.4). the tambour is connected to the circumference 

11  Philagete’s intention, Jeremy Johns observes, was to counterpose the floor, meaning  
the earthly, and the celestial ceiling, and, by means of this literary paradigm, to set up 
an analogy between the building of the cappella Palatina and the divine act of creation  
(Jeremy Johns, “le pitture del soffitto della cappella Palatina,” in Cappella Palatina, 
pp. 387–407, p. 388).

12 Johns, “the date of the ceiling,” p. 7. more recently, when reiterating his hypothesis 
as regards the dating of the church, this same scholar asserts that the ceiling was “probably 
[completed] on 29 June 1143, and almost certainly within, and not beyond, 1147” (Johns, 
“le pitture del soffitto”, p. 391).

13 brenk, “l’importanza e la funzione”, pp. 33, 34, 37.
14 alterations, and the addition of new structures to the Palazzo dei Normanni mean 

that it is no longer possible to appreciate from the outside the volume of the dome, which 
originally was supposed to stand out from the structure of the church. 
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of the dome by means of corner alcoves, or squinches, receding in three 
steps, a standard solution in Norman architecture and one that allows 
us to distinguish Sicilian examples from byzantine, in which by contrast 
spherical pendentives are employed. at the centre of the mosaic with a 
gold background christ Pantocrator is represented, surrounded by angels 
and archangels. on the floor, serving as counterpoint to the figure of the 
christ, is a large quincunx whose rotae of porphyry are linked by bands 
in sectilia and tesselatum. the presbytery terminates in three apses and is 
accentuated by the notable depth of the central apse.

the passage between the two zones of the church, signalled by the  
triumphal arch with its two pairs of matching columns,15 is clearly marked 
by five steps which raise up the presbytery floor above that of the aisles, 
as well as by the iconostasis which hides the most sacred zone of the 
building from the congregation. the explicit reference to byzantine tradi-
tion, perceptible in the structure and in the decorative emphasis of the 
presbytery, is counterbalanced both by the islamic component, evident as 
much in the overall composition as in the actual themes imparting life to 
the painted wooden ceiling that covers the central aisle,16 and by the latin 
element, legible in the basilical body of the church. the nave (see Fig. 6.5)  
is subdivided into five bays by four pairs of columns, most of them 
corinthian, upon which stand, on tall abutments, lancet arches covered 
in mosaics. their remarkable height makes it possible to admire, even 
from the centre of the church, the mosaic decoration which covers the 
entire surface of the walls of the side aisles. the floor of the central aisle is 
decorated with three large rectangular panels which restate the theme of 
the central rota flanked by four smaller tondi, disposed along the axes or 
diagonals of the rectangle. however, in their interlacing, the tondi do not 
generate the canonical byzantine quincunx depicted in the presbytery, 
but are bound together by extended mosaicised ribbons which unfurl in 

15 So far as the columns supporting the triumphal arch is concerned, “corinthian and 
corinthianesque capitals were specially carved, contemporary, therefore, with the years 
during which the chapel was built . . . let me stress the fact that these capitals represent the 
characteristic forms under the two williams of Siculo-Norman decorative art.” (Patrizio 
Pensabene, “marmi architettonici della cappella Palatina tra reimpiego e recupero 
dell’antico,” in Cappella Palatina, pp. 137–72, the quotation is at p. 167). For an analysis of 
the capitals and of the architectural frameworks employed in the cappella Palatina, the 
reader should refer to this same essay.

16 “i have no doubt whatsoever that a workshop of artists from cairo were mainly 
responsible for the original, 12th-century paintings in the nave of the cappella Palatina” 
(Johns, “le pitture del soffitto”, p. 397). on the ceiling, see also Grube and Johns, The painted 
ceilings.
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complex geometrical interlacings of islamic provenance (see Fig. 6.6). the 
inclusion of these decorative motifs bears out this floor’s independence 
from the so-called “cosmatesque” style of central and southern italy with 
which it is commonly associated.17 the mosaic carpet of the naves of the 
cappella Palatina is conceived as a combination of rectangular panels 
independent of the articulation of the church plan and of the rhythm of 
the colonnades, by contrast with the ceiling, whose cadenced rhythm of 
coffers and of muqarnas covers uninterruptedly the entire nave. in the 
south aisle, aligned with the main entrance and beside the royal throne, 
the first two floor panels are conceived in an entirely different fashion to 
all the others. indeed, their design does not extend across the whole of 
the rectangle. rather, the two central motives, smaller in size than their 
counterparts in the north aisle, are flanked by two other small panels 
decorated with marble tondi and bands in tessellatum.18

in the centre of the western wall, in place of the traditional entrance 
along the longitudinal axis of the chapel, is set the royal throne. it rests 
upon a monumental platform, raised up by means of five steps, which 
takes up the whole of the first bay of the nave. the larger dimensions 
of this bay, taller and wider than the others, and the representations 
of the ascent into heaven of alexander the Great (the archetype of the  
sovereign) together with those of the chariots of the Sun and of the 
moon depicted on the wooden ceiling, directly in line with the royal seat,  
consistent with the personification of the king as cosmocrator,19 indicate 
how the placing of the throne was an integral part of the overall conception 
of the church.20 the precise positioning of the throne, and the function of 
symbolic representation that the chapel was intended to fulfil, rendered  

17 my own studies of Palermitan marble floors have led me to this conclusion. my analysis 
of the floor of the cappella Palatina in relation to those of the churches of Santa maria 
dell’ammiraglio and of S. cataldo is in rosa di liberto, “il pavimento a tarsie marmoree 
e motivi figurati nella chiesa normanna di Santa maria dell’ammiraglio in Palermo,” in 
Giorgio d’Antiochia. L’arte della politica in Sicilia nel XII secolo tra Bisanzio e l’Islam (Atti del 
Convegno Internazionale, Palermo, 19–20 aprile 2007), bizantino-Sicula V (Palermo, 2009), 
pp. 126–53. on the floor of the Palatina see also william tronzo, who does, however, come 
to the conclusion that “the guiding spirit behind the cappella Palatina pavement was  
byzantine . . .” (tronzo, The cultures of his kingdom, pp. 29–37). 

18 being an exception in the floor of the Palatina, one cannot altogether rule out the 
possibility that it was intentional, and that, as william tronzo maintains, their positioning  
should rather be linked to the court ceremonial of saluting the king, “like the byzantine  
custom of ritual bowing or proskynesis” (ibid., pp. 68–78, 100,101, the quotation is at 
p. 100).

19  Johns, “le pitture del soffitto,” p. 403.
20 tronzo, “l’architettura”, p. 94; brenk, “l’importanza e la funzione,” p. 36.
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it impossible to situate the door in its traditional place in the centre of 
the western wall and, at the same time, necessary to open up numerous 
entrances to the building. the two side doors which open along the western 
facade, in line with the aisles, remained shut in the rogerian period, since 
the narthex positioned in front of the facade had not yet been completed.21 
consequently, the original access to the Palatina was through four doors 
opened symmetrically at the far end of the longitudinal perimeter walls. 
Screened by a colonnade which, as is the case at present, constituted 
the public facade of the building,22 the main entrance to the Palatina 
opened to the west of the southern aisle. in order to account for its posi-
tion, aligned with the royal throne, one may posit a ceremonial, serving 
either to welcome or to salute the sovereign, staged in the area of the 
platform, a thesis reinforced by the interpretation of the motifs featuring 
in the floor panels. it seems reasonable to suppose that the other door 
that opens along the same wall, providing direct access to the presbytery, 
was reserved for the clergy.

the two points of access along the northern wall were on the other hand 
for the use of the king and his court. in addition, boxes or balconies located 
along the north wall could have offered a view from above, although here 
i will not address the thornier and as yet unresolved questions concerning  
the shape and function of such raised stations, let alone the intended 
use of the entire northern area of the transept. however, more generally, 
i reckon that one can endorse the interpretation advanced by william 
tronzo, who discerns a theatrical set-up in the cappella Palatina, whereby 
its north-south axis saw “the privileged spectators to the north and the 
personages being observed to the south.”23 by the same token, the clear 
differentiation between the architecture and the decorative apparatus of 
the nave, on the one hand, and that of the sanctuary on the other, would 
seem to be entirely consistent in programmatic terms with the intended 
functions of the two zones of the church, the former being devoted to 

21  william tronzo proposes that the building work on the narthex be dated to the 
wilhelmine period (tronzo, “l’architettura,” p. 95).

22 the present arrangement of the portico, with the seven recycled columns that sup-
port raised brick arcades and the mosaic depicting the glory of the bourbons that covers 
the southern facade of the chapel, belong in the list of works of conversion and restoration 
promoted by Ferdinand ii of bourbon after his arrival in Palermo in 1838.

23 as regards the question of the boxes or balconies, their dismantling in the modern 
period, and the intended function of the northern side of the transept, one should refer to 
tronzo’s synthesis, “l’architettura,” p. 85ff. and Fig. 6.2; the quotation is at p. 94.
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representation and to what was “public,” the latter to what was sacred 
and “secret.”

Nonetheless, the intent to glorify the sovereign found expression in 
the capella Palatina in an essentially unitary atmosphere, and an inter-
penetration of different architectural and formal solutions was achieved, 
a clear indication of the fine tuning of a language that could only have 
occurred locally. the fascinating narrative enacted within the cappella 
Palatina would not have been possible save around roger, the first of his 
line to be crowned, and above all in a court boasting unusually learned 
intellectuals and politicians. i refer, in particular, to figures such as George 
of antioch, capable of inspiring the conduct and the architectural and 
artistic ventures needed to prompt the hauteville to make the leap from 
deft mercenaries and “fearless” conquerors to enlightened sovereigns.24 
in the cappella Palatina, the paintings on the ceiling, “the most exhaus-
tive and best preserved from the islamic regal programme,”25 exist in an 
extraordinary symbiosis with the dome and the mosaics with a gold back-
ground, an evocation of the purest byzantine imperial tradition,26 as well 
as with the plan of the nave and the vertical architectural elements (bases, 
columns, capitals), which are a homage to the latin church. indeed, the 
very choice of basilical type refers explicitly to the palaeochristian basili-
cas of rome, and in particular, the benedictine friars who had accompa-

24 George of antioch was indeed the first to refer to roger ii as holy. in a private bilin-
gual document (Greek and arabic) from 1143, in actual fact, we read: mawlā-nā al-malik 
al-muʿazzam al-qiddīs, or “our lord, the venerable and holy king.” annliese Nef reckons 
that we are concerned here with a contribution deriving from the arabic-speaking, chris-
tian world to which George belonged, although she also discerns a convergence here with 
the byzantine conception of regal sanctity, endorsed in the Fatimid and Shiʿite world: 
annliese Nef, Conquérir et gouverner. La Sicile islamique aux XIe et XIIe siècles (rome, 2011), 
p. 105ff.

25 Jeremy Johns attributes all of the paintings on the ceiling of the Palatina to Fatimid 
workmen from cairo, despite the fact that images derived from the latin christian tradi-
tion also feature. by contrast with lev Kapitain, Johns is less inclined to acknowledge in 
these depictions “ . . . the direct influence of the artistic traditions of the eastern christian 
communities, amongst them those of coptic egypt.” Nor does this same scholar agree with 
ernst Grube, who holds such paintings to be the expression of a local tradition with roots 
in Sicily (Johns, “le pitture del soffitto,” pp. 388, 398).

26 whilst the iconographic and symbolic model of the mosaics in the Palatina is indu-
bitably byzantine in origin, beat brenk does not concede that there is anything “genuinely 
byzantine” in the conception of the church, which is, he insists, “without either predeces-
sors or heirs.” indeed, with regard to the mosaics themselves, this same scholar asserts: 
“Stylistic analysis has not yet succeeded on the basis of reasonable and comprehensible 
arguments in establishing whether a mosaic has been realised by a Sicilian or a byzantine 
mosaicist . . .” (brenk, “l’importanza e la funzione,” pp. 30 and 48).
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nied roger during the conquest.27 the same fusion was likewise realised 
in the marble floor of roger ii’s chapel and, as we shall see, in those of 
Santa maria dell’ammiraglio and of the church of San cataldo also.

Santa Maria dell’Ammiraglio or Martorana

Quest’edifizio ci offrì una vista che mancan le parole a descriverla ed è forza 
tacerne, perché quello è il più bello monumento del mondo (ibn Jubayr, it., 
p. 162)

Santa maria dell’ammiraglio is the private chapel within the palace of 
George of antioch, first minister of roger ii from 1126. George had probably 
launched his career in byzantine Syria. after a period of service at the 
Zirid court of al-mahdiyya (tunisia), he finally reached Sicily in 1108–1109 
with a group of melchites from antioch, mozarabs who may perhaps 
have been natives of al-andalus.28 having been appointed admiral of the 
kingdom, George was sent on various occasions to cairo, in the guise of 
ambassador, and he has been credited with the formation and the learning  
needed to suggest to the new king that an arabic administration be 
established in the kingdom, and to introduce artistic influences from the 
islamic mediterranean into Palermo. the admiral’s byzantino-islamic 
formation, and his prominent role at court29 account for the building of 
a church that bears comparison with that of the king himself. the legal 
deed of foundation is dated to 1143 but, on the basis of a careful analysis of 
the inscriptions and the documents, it has been conjectured that as early 

27 in particular to the basilica of San Paolo fuori le mura, a church dating indeed from 
the benedictine period (Pensabene, “marmi architettonici,” p. 167).

28 the de Indulciis family (“of the andalusians”), who came to Sicily after George, were 
melchites from antioch and natives of al-andalus or of al-mahdiyya: Giuseppe mandalà, 
“una famiglia di marmorari arabo-cristiani nella Palermo normanna e sveva (sec. Xii–Xiii),” 
in Id. and marcello moscone, “tra latini, greci e ‘arabici’: ricerche su scrittura e cultura a 
Palermo fra Xii e Xiii secolo,” Segno e Testo. International Journal of manuscript and text 
transmission 7 (2009), 174–231, p. 182. the melchites were a group of arabo-christian fami-
lies who played a central role in the construction of the monarchy, within “a wider Greek 
milieu” (henri bresc, “arabi per lingua, greci per rito: i mozarabi di Sicilia con e dopo Gior-
gio,” in Giorgio d’Antiochia, pp. 263–82, p. 263). on the mozarabs see also henri bresc and 
annliese Nef, “les mozarabes de Sicile (1100–1300),” in enrico cuozzo, Jean-marie martin, 
eds., Cavalieri alla conquista del Sud. Studi sull’Italia normanna in memoria di Léon-Robert 
Ménager (rome-bari, 1998), pp. 155, 156; annliese Nef, “l’histoire des “mozarabes”de Sicile. 
bilan provisoire et nouveaux matériaux,” in cyrille aillet, maite Peñelas and Philippe 
roisse, eds., ¿Existe una identidad mozárabe? Historia, lengua y cultura de los cristianos de 
al-Andalus (siglos IX–XII) (madrid, 2008), pp. 255–86.

29 Johns, “le pitture del soffitto,” p. 395; Vivien Prigent, “l’archonte Georges, prôtos ou 
émir?”, Revue des études byzantines 59 (2001), 193–207.
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as 1140 the martorana had housed the tomb of the antiochene’s mother, 
and that consequently it had been built and covered in mosaics before the 
cappella Palatina.30 this convincing proposal as regards dating implies a 
challenge to the widely held assumption that the Palatina had served as 
a model for the mosaics of the martorana and, above all, means that the 
two construction sites were active during the same years. work on the 
martorana31 continued until 1184, with the addition of the narthex, of 
the open atrium preceded by an exonarthex and, finally, of the bell-tower, 
the current means of access to the church32 (see Fig. 6.7). according to 
Slobodan Ćurčić, the narthex (12.5×3.5 metres) was perhaps intended to 
house the tombs of George and of his wife irene. he therefore ascribes its 
building to a date prior to 1151, the year of the admiral’s death. the colon-
naded atrium is datable to the same period, while the construction of the 
exonarthex is linked to that of the bell-tower, which was supposed to be 
covered with a dome.33

the radical alterations introduced between the end of the 16th century 
and the 18th century have had a profound impact upon the appearance 
of the medieval building. in this span of time the Norman entrance wall 
(c. 1588) was demolished and the church was extended as far as the bell-
tower. the original apse was likewise dismantled and replaced by a larger 
chapel (1680–85). Finally, the new baroque façade (1752) on the northern 
side of the complex has distorted the original orientation of the church.34 

30 on this hypothetical dating of the church, based upon documentary analysis, see 
the recent essay by augusta acconcia longo, “considerazioni sulla chiesa di S. maria 
dell’ammiraglio e sulla cappella Palatina di Palermo,” Nea Rome, Rivista di ricerche bizan-
tinistiche 4 (2007), 267–93.

31  the most exhaustive contribution to the study of the architecture of the church, and 
of the reconstruction of its medieval facies, is still that of Slobodan Ćurčić, “l’architettura 
della chiesa”, in ernst Kitzinger, I mosaici di Santa Maria dell’Ammiraglio a Palermo, isti-
tuto Siciliano di studi bizantini e neoellenici, monumenti 3 (Palermo, 1990), pp. 27–67.

32 Such structures, located beneath the floor of the baroque church, were brought to 
light in the nineteenth century by Giuseppe Patricolo. the architect even turned out to 
have drawn the medieval walls of the church on the floor (Giuseppe Patricolo, “la chiesa 
di Santa maria dell’ammiraglio in Palermo e le sue antiche adiacenze,” Archivio Storico 
Siciliano n.s. ii/fasc. i (1877), 18–171).

33 Ćurčić, “l’architettura della chiesa;” see also id., “byzantine aspects of church towers 
in Norman Sicily,” in Giorgio di Antiochia, pp. 65–85, for a hypothesis regarding the func-
tion of the upper level of exonarthex and its connection to the second floor of the bell-
tower. the topmost level of the bell-tower was completely dismantled and rebuilt between 
1885 and 1891. convinced that it had originally been covered with a dome, Giuseppe Patri-
colo also built the tambour that was presumed to have supported it. 

34 the present-day aspect of the church is also due to the stylistic restoration and res-
cue effected by Giuseppe Patricolo from 1870 onwards. For the work of restoration see 
Patricolo, “la chiesa di Santa maria dell’ammiraglio,” Franco tomaselli, Il ritorno dei 
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despite such transformations, it is still possible to discern the original 
cross-in-square plan of the church of the Norman period. it is articulated 
in three aisles subdivided by four columns which support the central 
dome, the real fulcrum of the architectonic composition. on the arms of 
the cross are positioned barrel vaults, while the square corner bays are 
covered by cross-vaults. all the roofs are clad in a mosaic with a gold back-
ground which culminates in the christ Pantocrator at the centre of the 
dome (see Fig. 6.8, 6.9). while such ceiling designs may call to mind con-
stantinopolitan examples from the middle byzantine period, Santa maria 
dell’ammiraglio does nonetheless diverge radically from them, both on 
account of the overall volumetry of its structure and because of the specific 
architectonic solutions adopted, wholly unfamiliar in the byzantine world. 
indeed, the perimeter walls in no way reinforce the scansion of the bays, 
but rather wrap the interior of the church in a stereometric parallelepi-
ped (virtually a cube 12.50 metres wide and 10.50 metres high) from which 
only the delicate curves of the three apses and the dome protrude. the 
external facades are enlivened by wide blind arches that frame three ogival 
windows. they were crowned by an inscription in Greek letters contained 
between two frames above which rose merlons with frayed borders.35

as in the cappella Palatina and in S. cataldo, the extradosed dome sits 
on two superposed tambours, the first circular and the second octago-
nal in form. the passage between the square at the base and the circular 
dome is resolved, at the corners, by means of squinches, while four win-
dows open out on to the orthogonal axes. From the four central columns 
there rise up pointed arches, while the apses are flanked by fine marble 
colonnettes (corner columns) set into angular niches which are cut out of 
the protruding edges of the walls.36

Normanni. Protagonisti ed interpreti del restauro dei monumenti a Palermo nella seconda 
metà dell’Ottocento (Palermo, 1994), pp. 79–97, figs. 20–59, to which one should also refer 
for the wealth of iconographic material.

35 Photographs of details from the inscription are in tomaselli, Il ritorno dei Normanni, 
figs. 45–47.

36 with regard to the capitals from the martorana, and in particular the two corinthian 
capitals from the medieval period placed upon the columns in the centre of the church, 
which are more elegant than those to be found in the cappella Palatina, Patrizio Pensa-
bene notes that: “. . . the evident ambition to create a classicist court style which we might 
define as arabo-Norman . . . is perceptible precisely in the capitals from the martorana, 
where there coexist capitals from the roman period almost always reworked in the foliage 
and in the originally missing parts and capitals contemporary with the church but clearly 
with the acanthus inspired by the recycled ancient exemplars.” this same scholar does 
not rule out the possibility that these capitals had been made for the cappella Palatina 
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even the solution adopted for the transept, raised two steps higher than 
the floor of the aisles, in close contact with the central bay, betrays the 
building’s independence from constantinople, where between the naos 
and the bema a “transitional” space is interposed.37 the architectonic 
structure of Santa maria dell’ammiraglio would seem therefore to be the 
product of a strictly local development, evincing compelling similiarities 
with S. Nicolò regale of mazara and the Santa trinità of delia, two Sicilian 
churches built in more or less the same years. the interpretation of the 
church floor lends weight to the same hypothesis. it consists of eleven 
marble panels in which there unfold eight different geometrical motifs. 
the majority of the designs refer to byzantine tradition, such as the two  
panels with the lozenges, those with the rotae and, above all, the “canonical” 
quincunx positioned in the centre of the church. in front of the entrance 
we encounter another quincunx. Nonetheless, it becomes knotted up in so 
peculiar a fashion as to generate a design altogether independent from its 
prototype (see Fig. 6.10). Similar variants of the same theme also recur in 
the three panels from the central aisle of the capella Palatina. by the same 
token, another perennial motif, namely, the eight-point star to be found 
on the floor of the martorana, is interpreted in so original a manner as to 
be characteristic of islamic figurative culture (see Fig. 6.6). the presence 
of such radical departures from the designs of byzantine origin is borne 
out by geometrical analysis, which has highlighted how, in the case of 
these two panels, recourse was had to modules and units of measurement 
different from those used in all the others.

but the real novelty with respect to the virtually contemporary realisa-
tion of the Palatina lies in the introduction of figurative marble inlays 
within the mosaicised backgrounds. in the two panels with lozenges there 
feature heads of dogs, while in the central one, caliciform bowls are asso-
ciated with trees of life, lions, peacocks facing one another and, in two 
cases, with an acrobat, the most unusual and emblematic figure on the 
floor (see Fig. 6.11). a theme widely attested in France, and especially in 
Provence, the representation of the acrobats has a Sicilian precedent in 
a capital in the cloister at cefalù and was subsequently used again on 
a capital in the cloister at monreale (see Fig. 6.32). the introduction of 
this decorative element, which is widespread in continental europe, once 

and then donated by the sovereign himself to the admiral’s church (Pensabene, “marmi 
architettonici,” p. 169).

37 For the specific comparisons one should refer to Ćurčić, “l’architettura della chiesa,” 
p. 30.
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again serves to show how in the martorana a series of models have been 
elaborated which belie the notion that this floor is directly descended 
from the “cosmatesque” floors of byzantine provenance.38

San Cataldo

the church of San cataldo (9.48 × 12.98 metres) was built in the middle 
decades of the 12th century. created as a private chapel attached to a 
palace, it had been isolated at the end of the 19th century, following on 
from the stylistic restoration and rescue effected by Giuseppe Patricolo.39 
although the sources never expressly name maio of bari, who in 1151 suc-
ceeded George of antioch to the post of admiral of the Kingdom, as the 
builder of San cataldo, compelling clues would seem to leave us in no 
doubts regarding the commission. in the first place, the church arose in 
an area in which there were properties belonging to maio, in the immedi-
ate vicinity of Santa maria dell’ammiraglio. in the aftermath of his assas-
sination, in 1160, william i conferred upon Sylvester, count of marsico, 
one of the highest offices in the kingdom, and sold him the properties 
belonging to maio.40 in a deed from 1176, count william, Sylvester’s son, 
declares that he has sold the houses of his father in Palermo, formerly 
the property of maio, and a church in predictus domibus constructa.41 the 
identification of this church with San cataldo is rendered irrefutable by 
the funerary epigraph of matilda, the daughter of Sylvester of marsico, 
who had died in 1161, located along its northern wall. Strictly speaking, 
one cannot rule out the possibility that Sylvester could have promoted 

38 For an analysis of this floor i would refer the reader to di liberto, “il pavimento . . . di 
Santa maria dell’ammiraglio.”

39 For the graphic documentation of the church, its historical and artistic context, and 
the history of the various restorations, one should consult rosa di liberto, “la chiesa nor-
manna di S. cataldo a Palermo,” Palladio n.s. iX, n.17 (1996), 17–32 with the bibliography; 
for the restorations see also tomaselli, Il ritorno dei Normanni, pp. 113–19, figs. 60–79, in 
particular fig. 64 for a detail of the inscription.

40 For the historiographical sources see ugo Falcando, La historia o liber de Regno Sicilie 
e la Epistola ad Petrum Panormitane ecclesie thesaurarium, ed. Giovan battista Siragusa, 
Fonti per la Storia d’italia (rome, 1897); archival documents pertaining to the church are 
published by carlo alberto Garufi, Catalogo illustrato del tabulario di S. Maria Nuova in 
Monreale (Palermo, 1902), documenti per servire alla Storia di Sicilia, 2 and by Giovan bat-
tista Siragusa, Il regno di Guglielmo I in Sicilia, (second edn., Palermo, 1929), appendix.

41  the document is contained in the tabularium of the church of monreale since, 
in 1182, william ii transfers the church of S. cataldo and its properties to the diocese of 
monreale. Liber privilegiorum sancte Montis Regalis ecclesie, Palermo 1182, giugno, XV ind. 
(cc. 13r b–13v). the document is published in Garufi, Catalogo illustrato, p. 163 and in Sira-
gusa, Il regno di Guglielmo I, pp. 436–38.
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the construction of the church, or its completion, prior to transferring 
his daughter’s remains there. however, the convincing sequence of dates 
serving to confirm events associated with the church, amongst which 
one should also include the death of Sylvester himself, which took place 
in 1166, leads one to suppose that in 1161 the church was already built, 
albeit in forms that were not yet wholly completed. Furthermore, in the 
abovementioned document from 1176, william of marsico in alluding to 
his father refers to him as the owner of the chapel and not as its builder, 
an achievement that he would not have failed to glory in.

amongst the many reasons validating the attribution of the church to 
maio are the dedication of the church to San cataldo, an apulian bishop, 
and its structure featuring aligned domes, something wholly exceptional 
in Sicily although common enough, in fact, in the district of bari. the 
premature death of the admiral also accounts for the unfinished state of 
the church, whose walls and domes, lacking in decoration, contrast with 
the exquisite floor with marble inlays.

with three aisles, a raised presbytery and an enclosed transept, the 
church echoes in these features the planimetric scheme of the cappella 
Palatina. the structure of the sanctuary is essentially different, since 
its side aisles are contained within the width of the walls, whereas the 
central one, which is none too deep, juts out slightly from the east wall, 
the only element to confer a plastic sense upon the rigid parallelepiped 
(see Figs. 6.12, 6.13). this solution, attested in Sicily since the times of the 
countship (Santa maria a mili S. Pietro in the territory of messina), would 
be revived in the period of the Kingdom, as in the case of S. Giovanni 
degli eremiti and Santa maria maddalena. the peculiarity of the church of 
S. cataldo lies in the combination of a nave whose rhythm is dictated by 
four columns in the centre with an unexpected volumetric development. 
three domes are placed on two superposed tambours, the first circular 
and the second continuous and rectilinear, and containing within itself 
the octagonal plans of the drum of each dome (see Figs. 6.14–15). the side 
aisles, which are lower, are cross-vaulted. this solution emphasises the 
presence of the three aligned domes whose slender forms rise above the 
rigid volume of the building.

there is no doubt that the model for the positioning of the domes of 
S. cataldo may be traced back to the province of bari, and to a group of 
benedictine monastic churches. in particular, i would refer the reader to 
S. benedetto di coversano and to ognissanti a Valenzano, dated to the 
11th century. this latter seems to have its prototype in the little church of 
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Seppanibale, near Fasano, which is early medieval in origin.42 S. cataldo 
marks a fundamental shift in conception where Norman Sicilian floors are 
concerned,43 not only in the development of the designs but also in the 
arrangement of the panels, which, for the first time, cover the entire sur-
face of the church. in the central quincunx, the fulcrum of the composition, 
the reference to the roof is explicit: the large design, with its progression 
from the round to the octagonal, echoes the equivalent passage between 
the dome and its underlying tambour. at the same time, it accentuates 
the vaguely centralizing44 character of the layout of the church. before the 
main entrance the design unfolds as a sequence of three rectangles con-
nected by tondi and flanked by an analogous motif on a markedly elon-
gated rectangular base. the side aisles are covered with two panels on 
each side, equal and symmetrical. in one of them there is represented a 
crystalline interlacing generated by the eight-point star, while in the other 
we find three quincunces bound together through the interpenetration of 
the marble bands. the latter, in their intersecting, define the continuity of 
the design, which occupies the exact space that has to be filled. Further-
more, so as to emphasise the projection of the arches between the bays, 
we find the interweaving of tondi, alternating with lozenges in the longer 
rectangles, repeated seven times.

in this floor too it is easy to recognise the symbiosis between themes 
known in the byzantine world and others elaborated by islamic culture. 
the most obvious proof of this is constituted by the panel with the eight-
point star, flanked by hexagons with triangular projections, aligned with 

42 For this group of little churches in the district of bari, the reader should refer to the 
bibliography in di liberto, “la chiesa normanna di S. cataldo,” and, in addition, to Pina 
belli d’elia, “il romanico,” in La Puglia fra Bisanzio e l’Occidente (milan, 1980), pp. 125–26 
and figs. 156, 157; La Puglia, ed. Pina belli d’elia, (milan, 1987), italia romanica, pp. 472–77; 
Ead., “architetture rurali nel territorio della Puglia centrale: persistenze e nuove proposte 
di indagini,” in Giuliano Volpe and maria tuchiano, eds., Paesaggi e insediamenti rurali in 
Italia meridionale fra tardo antico e alto medioevo (Atti del primo Seminario sul Tardoantico 
e l’Altomedioevo in Italia Meridionale, Foggia, 12–14 febbraio 2004) (bari, 2005), pp. 377–85; 
Gioia bertelli, Cultura longobarda nella Puglia altomedievale. Il tempietto di Seppanibale 
presso Fasano (molfetta-bari, 1994); on the structures with aligned domes in apulia: 
rossella de cadilhac, L’arte della costruzione in pietra. Chiese di Puglia con cupole in asse 
dal secolo XI al XVI (rome, 2008).

43 rosa di liberto, “il pavimento a tarsie marmoree della chiesa normanna di S. cataldo 
in Palermo,” in rosa maria carra bonacasa and Federico Guidobaldi, eds., Atti del IV 
Colloquio dell’Associazione Italiana per lo Studio e la Conservazione del Mosaico (Palermo, 
6–13 dicembre 1996) (ravenna, 1997), pp. 343–64. 

44 di Stefano-Krönig, p. 60.
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the southern entrance to the church (see Fig. 6.16). the rhythm of the 
composition fans out in every direction, based upon a relationship of 
three modules that highlights the centres of all the main geometrical pat-
terns: the eight-point star, the hexagon and the small square. the placing 
of these squares along the diagonals of the composition unties the geo-
metrical “knot” formed by the intersection of the patterns, and makes it 
possible to re-present the schema ad infinitum. this characteristic betrays 
the islamic provenance of the design45 (see Figs. 6.17–18). Furthermore, 
other technical details lend weight to the notion that the floor was indeed 
the work of a single workshop. indeed, both in the designs following  
byzantine tradition and in those of islamic inspiration one may trace the 
recurrence of one and the measurement, whether in the strips of white 
marble or in the bands in tessellatum, and of the same motifs in the mosa-
icised backgrounds.

the floor of S. cataldo may therefore be described as the outcome 
of a unitary conception, the product of a workshop by then capable of 
handling in an original and coordinated fashion themes of quite diverse 
inspiration.

the “islamic Question:” the Palaces of the Kings  
(Favara or maredolce, the Zisa, the cuba, the torre Pisana)

the extradosed domes, the epigraphic bands crowning the edifices, the 
ogival arches and the actual articulation of surfaces and volumes have 
given rise to the widespread conviction that islamic architecture had 
exercised a direct influence upon the Norman. the artistic production 
characteristic of the Sicily of the 11th and 12th centuries, having no equiv-
alent in any other region of the mediterranean, has therefore long been 
defined as arabo-Norman.

the shortcomings of this definition emerge once one reflects upon the 
fact that it is precisely the palaces of the kings and, more particularly, 

45 i have compared this panel to the minbar from the Great mosque of marrakesh, 
dated to the years 1125–30, and chosen from amongst the numerous examples in the 
maghrebian area on the grounds that the geometrical-compositional theme informing its 
decoration employs the same basic patterns as the panel from San cataldo (di liberto, 
“il pavimento . . . di S. cataldo,” p. 354); cf. Xavier barral i altet, Le décor du pavement au 
Moyen Âge. Les mosaïques de France et d’Italie, collection de l’École Française de rome, 
429 (rome, 2010), pp. 176, 194–195, who denies an islamic influence upon the Sicilian pat-
terns and proposing a cosmatesque origin, even if he notices the “particularity” of the 
Sicilian floors.
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the “solaces” built outside the city walls, “profane” buildings created for 
the purposes of amusement, that have been regarded as the most obvious 
expression of islamic culture. the question at issue does indeed turn upon 
the chronology of such buildings, all of them built right in the middle 
of the Norman period, and i would maintain that it is no longer justified 
to invoke in their case an “arab” origin tout court, without our having 
ascertained the real impact of islamic architectural culture in Sicily, in 
the period between 827 and 1061 (islamic domination).46 one cannot help 
noting the glaring contrast between the picture that emerges from the 
analysis of the literary sources47 and the fact that no construction, either 
civil or religious, can with confidence be ascribed to the two centuries 
of muslim domination.48 although the evidence belies the presence in 
islamic Sicily of a monumental architecture, some examples, albeit very 
few in number, seem to confirm the image of the city evoked by a reading  
of the arabo-muslim travellers. the stone architectonic elements from 
the islamic period49—not least the columns and the decorative members—

46 the historical relationships between Sicily and the islamic world have been investi-
gated by Nef, Conquérir et gouverner; for an account of islamic Palermo, see the contribu-
tions by annliese Nef and alessandra bagnera to the present volume, together with the 
bibliographies.

47 i refer, in particular, to the descriptions of Palermo in the 10th century handed down 
to us by ibn Ḥawqal in BAS it., 1: 12, 17–24 and by al-muqaddasī it., pp. 668–75. For an inter-
pretation of these sources with regard to the medieval walls of the quarter of the Kalsa in 
Palermo, the ancient Fatimid citadel of al-Khāliṣa, one should consult the careful study by 
Pezzini, “un tratto della cinta muraria.”

48 Some well-known buildings, traditionally attributed to the islamic period, have been 
subject to a process of revision, evidence being marshalled in almost every case that ties 
them to the Norman period. the so-called “Sala araba,” in the complex of S. Giovanni degli 
eremiti in Palermo, has been dated to the period of the countship (see note 75). the iden-
tification of a mosque in the so-called “Sala ipostila,” beneath the cappella dell’incoronata 
in the vicinity of the cathedral of Palermo, has been surrounded by more doubts than cer-
tainties: Giuseppe bellafiore, Dall’Islam alla Maniera. Profilo dell’architettura siciliana dal IX 
al XVI secolo (Palermo, 1975), p. 67; id., Architettura in Sicilia nelle età islamica e normanna 
(827–1194) (Palermo, 1990), p. 124. the structures from the enclosure-fortress of mazzallacar 
have for their part actually been dated to the modern period. the contrary opinion is held 
by anna maria Schmiedt, “la fortezza di mazzallaccar,” Bollettino d’Arte lVii (1972), 92–93 
and di Stefano-Krönig, p. 136; Ferdinando maurici, Castelli medievali in Sicilia. Dai bizantini 
ai normanni (Palermo, 1992), p. 84, argues for a much later date. Finally, even the mosque 
brought to light in Segesta has itself been dated to the Norman period: alessandra moli-
nari, Il castello e la moschea (scavi 1989–1995), Segesta. ricerche storico-archeologiche, ii 
(Palermo, 1997), pp. 95–98. on the so-called “arab baths” of cefalà diana the reader should 
consult a multi-disciplinary study, in which the architectonic investigation of the building 
was entrusted to the present author: alessandra bagnera and annliese Nef, eds, Storia di 
un complesso termale siciliano: i bagni di Cefalà dall’epoca islamica al XX secolo, in press.

49 the aedile inscriptions, engraved upon quoins of squared off stone, testify to the 
labours of stone-cutters in 10th-century Sicily. one of these, which bears the name of 
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are documents which restore to us an image of the island wholly con-
sistent with the contemporary architectonic achievement in the islamic 
world, just as the ceramic and numismatic finds from various excavations50 
seem to underscore the island’s integration into the broader context of 
the islamic culture of the mediterranean basin.

the clearest confirmation of the existence of a patrimony in building 
styles common to the two cultures is providesd by the early utilisation, 
in a european context, of the ogival arch, which anticipates one of the 
cardinal statical solutions permitting the surpassing of romanesque archi-
tecture and its evolution towards the Gothic.51 the arch with two centres 
is employed by egyptian Fatimid architecture, and in ifrīqiya in examples 
datable to between the 10th and the 11th century.52 these latter were the 
regions from which some of the islamic conquerors of the island originally 
came. there is therefore no cause to suppose that they had not reverted in 
Sicily to forms and techniques associated with the building traditions of 
their countries of origin. in any case, the absence of architectural evidence 
means that it is not possible fully to grasp whether it is indeed the case, 

the Fatimid caliph al-muʿizz, is from termini imerese, and is dated to 951–961. one frag-
ment would seem to come from the walls of the islamic citadel of al-Khāliṣa, and another 
inscription, known only from drawings, was engraved upon the quoins of the tower of 
baich in Palermo. these attestations prove that towers made of squared off quoins were 
built in 10th-century Palermo. See michele amari, Le epigrafi arabiche di Sicilia trascritte, 
tradotte e illustrate (Palermo, 1875); bartolomeo lagumina, “Sicilia. Palermo. iscrizione 
edile araba,” Notizie degli Scavi (1899), 305–306; umberto Scerrato, “arte islamica in ita-
lia,” in Gabrieli-Scerrato, p. 282; roberta Giunta, “l’epigrafe in arabo di termini imerese,” 
in alessandra bagnera, ed., Archeologia dell’Islam in Sicilia, Catalogo della mostra Islam in 
Sicilia. Un giardino fra due civiltà (Gibellina, 2012), pp. 16–19. 

50 For a picture of the finds and material evidence from the islamic period one should 
refer in the last analysis to the volume edited by alessandra bagnera cited in note 49. 

51  after having visited the Zisa, Viollet-le-duc in fact emphasised this peculiarity of 
Sicilian architecture and claimed, in essence, that the origin of Gothic was to be sought 
in Sicily: eugène emmanuel Viollet-le-duc, Lettres d’Italie 1836–1837 adressées à sa famille 
annotées par Geneviève Viollet-le-Duc (Paris, 1971), p. 58. For a detailed analysis of the 
arches employed in Norman architecture, and, in particular, in the cathedral of cefalù, 
see Vladim Zoric’, “il cantiere della cattedrale di cefalù ed i suoi costruttori,” in roberto 
calandra, ed., La Basilica Cattedrale di Cefalù. Materiali per la conoscenza storica e il res-
tauro (Palermo, 1989), fasc. i, pp. 252–286; on the disputed origin of the pointed arch in 
Sicilian Norman architecture: ciotta, La cultura architettonica, pp. 23–61.

52 Simply by way of example, we shall cite the mosque of Qayrawān, founded in the 
aghlabid epoch and transformed in the 10th century, during the reign of the Fatimids 
and the mosques of cairo of ibn tulūn and of al-Ḥākim (990–1013). See oleg Grabar, The 
Formation of Islamic Art, ed. it. Arte islamica. La formazione di una civiltà (milan, 1989), 
figs. 18–20, 64, 65, 67; Keppel, a. c. creswell, A short account of early muslim architecture, 
1958, reprinted in beirut 1968, voll. ii; id., The Muslim Architecture in Egypt, vol. i, Ikhshids 
and Fatimids, A.D. 939–1171, pp. 65–106. 
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as i believe, that such contributions had caused the rise of a local building 
tradition, responsible in its turn for the formation of the new idiom of the 
Norman period, or if the Sicilian achievements of the mid-12th century 
were not rather indebted to alien models, imported deliberately by skilled 
workmen.

the sole element of novelty offering some challenge to the overly static 
picture outlined above would be constituted by an archaeological excava-
tion conducted at maredolce, or Favara, which has brought to light, for 
the very first time, a planimetrically delineated building, stratigraphically 
dated to between the 10th and the 11th century. Further confirmation of 
these preliminary elements would be an important tessella for those of us 
engaged in the attempt to “recast the history of architecture in the arab, 
pre-Norman period, in Sicily.”53

Favara or Maredolce

the site took the name of the spring ( fawwara) of sweet water which 
gushed forth a few hundred metres upstream from the palace. on the 
basis of what is recounted by ibn Jubayr in his chronicle of his journey of 
1184, michele amari had earlier maintained that the castle was islamic in 
origin, and had ascribed its foundation to the Kalbid emir Jaʿfar (997–1019).54 
Nonetheless, no element has so far substantiated this thesis, indeed, both 
of the other sources from the Norman period,55 and the evidence from 
the architecture of the palace and the study of the stonemasons’ marks 

53 i wish to extend my heartfelt thanks to Stefano Vassallo, director of the archaeo-
logical section of the “Soprintendenza ai beni culturali di Palermo,” for his generosity in 
permitting me to read his still unpublished article and to include in the present contribu-
tion a succinct synthesis of the results of the excavation conducted at maredolce between 
2011 and 2012, in the context of the work of restoration. For a more detailed account, the 
reader is referred to Stefano Vassallo, “e le pietre restituiscono le vestigia del castello 
arabo,” Kalós, 3 (2012), 23–25. See also id. and emanuele canzoneri, “Gli insediamenti extra 
urbani a Palermo in età islamica: nuovi dati da maredolce,” contribution presented to the 
congress Le processus d’islamisation en Sicile et en Méditerranée centrale (Palermo, 8–10 
novembre 2012), in press.

54 “about a mile along the road that leads to the capital, there is another, similar cas-
tle, which is called Qasr Gafar . . . within which there is a fish farm fed by a spring.” the 
resemblance to which ibn Jubayr alludes here is with the neighbouring Qaṣr Saʿd, which 
he refers to the muslim period (BAS it., 1: 154–55, note 47). michele amari’s attribution 
has been seconded by Silvana braida, “il castello di Favara. Studi di restauro,” Architetti di 
Sicilia, i/5–6 (1965), 27–34; di Stefano-Krönig, p. 96 and umberto Scerrato, “arte normanna 
e archeologia islamica in Sicilia,” in mario d’onofrio, ed., I Normanni popolo d’Europa 1030–
1200, catalogo della mostra di roma (Venice, 1994), p. 340.

55 romualdo Salernitano, Cronicon, ed. carlo alberto Garufi, rerum italicarum Scrip-
tores Vii (città di castello, 1935), pp. 232–233; Falcando, La historia, p. 87.
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engraved on the quoins, suggested rather an attribution of the complex 
to roger ii.56 recent archaeological investigations have unearthed some 
courses, realised with large stone quoins, pertaining to a structure from 
the islamic period upon which the Norman building would be aligned 
with its perimeter walls, following faithfully the earlier line, at any rate on 
three sides (south, west and north). the archaeologists have also made the 
important new discovery that, in the islamic period, only a small stream 
fed by the waters from the spring flowed in the area near the fort.

according to scholars, roger ii’s palace was therefore the outcome of a 
rebuilding, designed to turn what had been fortifications pure and simple 
into a royal residence57 (see Fig. 6.19–20). in its immediate vicinity there 
was built a large artificial pond dominated by a little island covered in 
luxuriant vegetation, expressly carved out of the surrounding rock. the 
forbidding external surfaces of the palace feature tiers of large multi-
ple arches which, in some cases, are blind, while in others they frame 
the windows. the interior of the building was radically recast, with the 
various rooms being disposed around a grand porticoed courtyard cov-
ered with cross-vaults. the same phase of building probably witnessed 
the erection, in the north wing of the palace, of the chapel dedicated to 
saints Philip and James, and the hall opposite, strongly characterised by a 
vaulted alcove, whose decoration is reminiscent of those in the Scibene, 
another palace in the vicinity of Palermo, now in a seriously dilapidated 
condition, whose dating is controversial.58 the chapel, which has just the 
one nave, is covered with two cross-vaults which rise up from very elon-
gated corbels. the division between nave and presbytery is entrusted to 
two stretches of wall whose position leads me to posit the presence of an 
iconostasis which repeated its alignment. at the centre of the transept, 
terminating in three apses contained within the thickness of the walls, 

56 on the basis of an examination of the masons’ marks, Vladimir Zoric’ has attributed 
the building of the castle and of the huge artificial pond of maredolce to roger ii: Vladimir 
Zoric’, “alcuni risultati di una ricerca nella Sicilia Normanna: i marchi dei lapicidi quale 
mezzo per la datazione dei monumenti e la ricostruzione dei loro cantieri,” in Actes du 
VIe Colloque International de Glyptographie de Samoëns (braine-le-château, 1989), pp. 567–
649, spec. pp. 584–86.

57 the palace, still recalled in charles of anjou’s day as a magnificent place of pleasure, 
had in fact shed its residential function by the end of the 13th century, as has been con-
firmed by the excavation of the western portico of the courtyard, in which five ovens, for 
the firing of pottery, have been discovered. 

58 Giuseppe Spatrisano, La Zisa e lo Scibene di Palermo (Palermo, 1982), pp. 63–98; wolf-
gang Krönig, Il castello di Caronia in Sicilia (rome, 1977), pp. 108, 110; di Stefano-Krönig, 
pp. 101–103, plates cliV–clVi.
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there rises up a “Norman” extradosed dome, wholly analogous indeed, in 
its opening out from the square at the base to the circumference, to all the 
Palermitan examples cited above. on the exterior, a projecting cornice 
crowns the spherical vault, as happens in the palazzo del Parco and in 
countless other Sicilian examples.

La Zisa

Questo è il paradiso terrestre che si apre agli sguardi. / Questi è il Mosta’izz e 
questo [palagio] l’Aziz (from an epigraph in the palace, translated in amari, 
Le epigrafi arabiche di Sicilia)

Surrounded by fertile gardens, embellished by fountains and large ponds, 
the sollatium of the Zisa is one of the suburban residences built inside the 
park of the Genoardo.59 datable to between 1164 and c. 1175, its construc-
tion has been ascribed to the Norman kings william i and ii. the Zisa 
derives its name from the epithet al-ʿazīz (noble, splendid), a designa-
tion employed in the arabic epigraphic band using cursive characters that 
decorated the main entrance to the central hall on the ground floor.60 in 
this same inscription the sovereign is defined as al-mustaʿizz (eager for 
glory), a term used to identify william ii, who may therefore be assumed 
to have completed the work of his predecessor.

the building is a stereometric parallelepiped on a rectangular plan 
(36.36×19.60 metres, height 25 metres) from which project two short 
avant-corps at the centre of the shorter sides; against it there lay a nar-
row block, a vaulted gallery linking it to a small chapel dedicated to the 
holy trinity.61 as at maredolce, the single aisle of the church is separated 
from the presbytery by two short stretches of wall. the passage between 
the two zones is further emphasised here by two steps. the side apses 
are barely outlined at all and are incorporated into the thickness of the 

59 on the Zisa see the monographs by: Spatrisano, La Zisa e lo Scibene; Giuseppe caronia, 
La Zisa di Palermo. Storia e restauro (Palermo, 1982); ursula Staacke, Un palazzo normanno 
a Palermo. La Zisa. La cultura musulmana negli edifici dei Re (ital. trans. Palermo, 1991); 
Giuseppe bellafiore, La Zisa di Palermo (Palermo, 2001). See also adolph Goldschmidt, “die 
normannischen Königspaläste in Palermo,” Zeitschrift für Bauwesen 48 (1898), 542–90; di 
Stefano-Krönig, pp. 103–108; Giuseppe bellafiore, Architettura in Sicilia nelle età islamica e 
normanna (827–1194) (Palermo, 1990), pp. 149–151; Giovanna Ventrone Vassallo, “la Sicilia 
islamica e postislamica dal iV/X al Vii/Xiii secolo,” in Giovanni curatola, ed., Eredità 
dell’Islam. Arte islamica in Italia, Catalogo della mostra di Venezia (30 ottobre 1993–30 aprile 
1994) (milan, 1993) pp. 183–193; hans-rudolph meier, “i palazzi residenziali di Palermo,” in 
I Normanni popolo d’Europa, pp. 221–27; ciotta, La cultura architettonica, pp. 235–45. 

60 amari, Le epigrafi arabiche (Palermo, 1875).
61  Spatrisano, La Zisa e lo Scibene, p. 29.
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walls, whereas the central one, which is emphasised by two small cor-
ner columns, protrudes slightly on to the external perimeter. even in this 
case, at the centre of the transept there is positioned a “Norman” dome; 
the geometrical gap between the rectangular space of the presbytery and 
the square space of the dome is resolved by means of a flying structure 
decorated with muqarnas.62

the facades of the Zisa, enlivened by large arches, culminated in a epi-
graph (see Fig. 6.21). Freighted with symbolic and decorative values, the 
practice of affixing an inscription to crown a building becomes an expres-
sion of the status of rich patrons, regardless of the actual function of the 
building or of the language employed in the text. this point is confirmed 
by the baths of cefalà diana, the cuba, the church of the martorana, in 
which the choice of Greek has to do with admiral George of antioch, and 
the church of San cataldo, where the use of latin, which is equally origi-
nal, would seem to be a tribute to the origins of maio of bari.63

in the interior of the palace, which is laid out on three levels, all the 
rooms are arranged in a symmetrical fashion in relation to the minor axis 
of the block, and gravitate around a central hall (see Fig. 6.22). on the 
ground floor, a vestibule occupying the entire length of the building offers 
access to the Fountain room. this latter rises volumetrically to the height 
of two floors and is characterised by alcoves formed from the thickness 
of the walls and decorated by muqarnas. the room above, which repeats 
the same planimetric structure, was open to the elements and collected 
rainwater by means of an impluvium in marble. a system of vents built 
from the thickness of the internal dividing walls, and of ventilation shafts 
located in the side turrets, guaranteed a continuous circulation of air, 
ensuring pleasant conditions even on the sultriest days.

the influence of islamic customs and architecture is apparent both in 
the general structure of the Zisa and in the relationship with water, chan-
nelled into ponds by means of impressive feats of hydraulic engineering. it 
gushed into the entrance hall and from there, across an inclined plane of 

62 ibid., figs. 62–66.
63 the solution adopted in the Sicilian buildings is of undoubted islamic provenance. 

the minaret of the mosque of Sfax (tunisia), at whose summit, richly decorated, is placed 
an inscription in arabic characters, is famous. the mosque was built in the aghlabid 
period but transformed from the end of the 10th century onwards. lucien Golvin, Essai 
sur l’architecture religieuse musulmane, t. iii, Paris, 1974; Georges marçais, lucien Golvin, 
La Grande Mosquée de Sfax (tunis, 1960). the practice of placing crenellations at the top of 
buildings was still more widespread in the islamic world, see Georges marçais, Manuel d’art 
musulman. L’architecture. Tunisie, Algérie, Maroc, Espagne, Sicile, I (Paris, 1926), p. 193. 
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marble decorated with furrows in a zig-zag pattern, flowed into an elegant 
system of fountains and culminated in the great fish-pond in front of the 
palace, where there was a little pavilion.

Some hold the Zisa to be testimony to the skills of local islamic work-
men operating alongside those coming from the maghreb.64 the notewor-
thy concern with height, the rigorous approach to internal structure with 
its emphasis upon the public rooms and its concern to hide the private 
apartments from view, and the use of cross-vaults to carry floors and ter-
races are all architectonic features that have often been held to be remi-
niscent of maghrebian palaces, whether hammadid (Qalʿa banī Ḥammād: 
ground floor of the tower of dār al-manār), Zirid (palace of Zirī at ashīr, 
947) or Fatimid (tunis: palace of the banū Khūrasān).65 however, in 
the second half of the 12th century, the majority of the above solutions 
were not entirely alien to the local culture; indeed, to judge by the case 
of maredolce, they had already been tried and tested during the reign of 
roger ii, thereby helping to forge a new language which has imparted so 
particular a character to Sicilian architectonic achievements.

the Zisa underwent radical alterations after 1635, when the palace 
became the residence of the Spanish family of the Sandoval. they adapted 
the Norman edifice to the requirements of the period, constructing  
a grand staircase offering access to the upper floors, covering the three 
open courtyards with pavilions and the side turrets with pyramids. after 
the collapse, in 1971, of the north wing, the building was subjected to an 
impressive, though controversial restoration, led by Giuseppe caronia, 
who has reconstructed the vaults and the original volumes employing  
reinforced cement, left untreated, so as to render his improvements imme-
diately recognisable.

La Cuba

a place of wonders, so famous that boccaccio set one of the stories from the 
decameron there (V, 6), the cuba66 was built by william ii, and probably  
completed in 1180. the name of the sovereign who commissioned it, 

64 Staacke, Un palazzo normanno, p. 166.
65 lucien Golvin, Islamic Architecture in North Africa (london, 1976); id., Recherches 

archéologiques à Qalʿa des Banu Hammad (Paris, 1965); id., “le palais de Zīrī à achîr,” Ars 
Orientalis 6 (1966), 47s; Georges marçais, L’architecture musulmane d’Occident. Tunisie, 
Algérie, Maroc, Espagne et Sicile (Paris, 1955).

66 the building seems to derive its name from the term for “dome,” but opinions differ 
markedly over this etymology. 
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“remarkable amongst the kings of the earth,”67 and the date, are recorded 
in the arabic epigraph in cursive characters that crowns the building, a 
parallelepiped on a rectangular base (31.15×16.80 metres; height, 16 metres)  
from which four little avant-corps protrude, in alignment with the  
orthogonal axes. the considerable height of its base (c. 3.50 metres) and 
the fragments of cocciopesto covering it have bolstered the notion that the 
building was surrounded by the waters of an artificial lake and connected 
to the terraferma by means of a footbridge.68 the cuba is arranged on 
only one level, which gravitates around a central space (see Fig. 6.23). on 
the inside of this court, about 2 metres away from its perimetral walls, 
the traces of four columns placed at the corners of a square have been 
discovered. in the middle there was a basin of water in the form of an 
eight-point star. there has been a long and fruitless debate as to whether 
this space was uncovered or, rather, covered by a dome supported by 
the columns. the most convincing argument, in my opinion, is that of 
Susanna bellafiore, who, invoking the principles of statics, denies that 
columns of that diameter could support so wide a dome.69 her thesis 
fits well with the plan of the cuba, indubitably a pavilion rather than a 
proper residence, and is lent further credence by the comparison with 
the second floor of the Zisa, in which four columns delimit the uncovered 
courtyard. on the sides of the atrium, along the major axis of the cuba, 
two groups of rooms are symmetrically positioned. to the east there is a 
single rectangular space with three alcoves, one of them coinciding with 
an avant-corps, while the other two are built from the width of the wall. 
the entrance is by way of three doors, the central one being the widest. 
on the opposite side, there is a monumental square hall, and it too fea-
tures three alcoves. its ceremonial function, as a place fit to receive the 
king, is evident from its entrance, accentuated by an imposing arch which, 
in all probability, stood out from two pairs of columns on each side. the 
hall is separated from the perimetral walls by two corridors which permit 

67 the translation of the fragment from the epigraph in verse from the cuba is by 
umberto Scerrato, “l’epigrafia,” in Gabrieli-Scerrato, p. 302.

68 ursula Staacke disagrees, reckoning that the cladding in opus signinum derived from 
modern troughs built between the 19th and the 20th century, when the cuba was turned 
into a barracks (Staacke, Un palazzo normanno, p. 162,163 and note 292). 

69 Susanna bellafiore, La Cuba di Palermo (Palermo, 1984); her thesis is accepted by di 
Stefano-Krönig, pp. 109–110 and by Staacke, Un palazzo normanno, p. 165. Setting aside the 
19th-century studies, those rallying to the hypothesis of a dome covering the central room 
do, however, include: Vincenzo lojacono, “l’organismo costruttivo della cuba alla luce 
degli ultimi scavi,” Palladio n.s. iii (1953), 1–6, p. 5; Giuseppe caronia and Vittorio Noto, La 
Cuba di Palermo (arabi e normanni nel XII secolo) (Palermo, 1988), p. 198.
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a connection with the exterior. the modulation of the facades is entirely 
analogous with that described for the Zisa, but in the case of the cuba 
the windows are open where they correspond to the single level of the 
pavilion, whereas between the arches numerous blind windows piled up 
upon several levels have been delineated.

The Torre Pisana in the Palazzo dei Normanni

the torre Pisana,70 together with the Gioaria and the cappella Palatina, 
is amongst the few structures that retained their pronounced Norman 
imprint after the upheavals occurring at roger ii’s Palatium Novum, above 
all between the 16th and the 17th century (see Fig. 6.24). the torre Pisana 
epitomises the character, distinctly military, of an impregnable bulwark, 
though it also has the residential function typical of the northern euro-
pean donjon. the penetration of this fortification system into Sicily is 
borne out by the examples of adrano, Paternò and motta Sant’anastasia.71 
however, in the torre Pisana one may discern obvious ichnographic fea-
tures, along with volumetric ones, which one would stand no chance of 
seeing in areas of the western world that had not been inflected by the 
great islamic architectural tradition where it was grafted on to the byz-
antine one. the ground plan of the keep (c. 20 metres wide) is delineated 
by a double perimeter wall on the inside of which are laid down commu-
nication trenches for the garrison (see Fig. 6.24–25). Such a double wall is 
clearly reminiscent of islamic examples from the 11th century, in particular  
of the donjon al-manār of the Qalʿa banī Ḥammād (see Fig. 6.26). in the 
Sicilian context, the torre Pisana has a chronologically convincing prec-
edent in the facade of the ecclesia munita of cefalù (1131), whose towers, 
erected in order to exercise control over the surrounding territory, feature 
the same planimetric structure.72 continuity in building style is evinced 
by the same solution being reproduced later during the construction of 
the wilhelmine cathedral of monreale (1172).

70 in the absence of specific studies one should refer to Krönig, Il castello di Caronia, 
pp. 99–125; di Stefano-Krönig, pp. 44–55; roberto calandra “il complesso monumentale,” 
in id., ed., Palazzo dei Normanni (Palermo, 1991), pp. 10–50; ciotta, La cultura architetton-
ica, pp. 215–16, plate XiV; maria andaloro, ed., Il Palazzo Reale di Palermo (rimini, 2011).

71  For these donjon see: rosa di liberto, “architetture fortificate siciliane dell’Xi–Xii 
secolo: gli impianti a recinto e i loro sistemi difensivi,” in Patrizio Pensabene, ed., Piazza 
Armerina. Villa del Casale e la Sicilia tra tardo antico e medioevo, Studia archaeologica 175 
(rome, 2010), pp. 241–58, with a bibliography at note 64.

72 lucien Golvin, Le Magrib central à l’époque des Zirides (Paris, 1957); Zoric’, “il can-
tiere,” pp. 93–340, p. 169.
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la torre Pisana is built on three floors. the ground floor houses the 
so-called treasury, an austere room, strictly watched through loopholes 
by those on guard duty who patrolled around the ambulatory. the resi-
dential areas, which had strongly symbolic connotations, were set up 
on the first floor. the central zone is occupied by a square hall, and is 
ringed by two ambulatories disposed upon two superposed levels. the 
central space, however, has a double height, that is to say, equal to that 
of the two floors. it is covered by an impressive cross-vault, entirely clad 
in a mosaic which, on the basis of the few fragments that have survived,  
probably represented a hunting scene. the hall is overlooked by the  
windows of the rooms situated on the first level of the ambulatory. 
amongst them there stands out one room in particular, which featured 
a vaulted alcove decorated with muqarnas in stucco. the tower looks out 
on to the exterior with facades modulated by large multiple arches and by 
elegant cornices quite unlike those deployed either in the palaces built by 
the two williams or in the religious edifices.

the torre Pisana, seemingly so distinct from the royal solaces extra 
moenia, had already elaborated architectonic and formal solutions (rooms 
two floors high, arches, vaulted alcoves, decoration with muqarnas . . .) 
which, though given different emphases, we encounter again at the Zisa 
and the cuba. all the palaces of the kings would seem therefore to be 
linked by a fil rouge which obliges us to regard these edifices as the fruit of 
a Norman-Sicilian tradition. the boldness with which the builders recast 
the contributions from overseas is indicative of the creation of an archi-
tectonic language retaining only faint echoes of their archetypes, variously 
islamic, byzantine or northern european, and by now entirely lacking in 
any chronological valency, aside from a generic placing within the Nor-
man period.

compositional variants of the same architectonic language: 
S. maria maddalena, San Giovanni dei lebbrosi, San Giovanni 

degli eremiti, Santo Spirito or dei Vespri, SS. trinità or magione

the buildings examined so far represent the most complete expres-
sion of the Norman architecture of Palermo, which is also why they are 
the best known. in them all the distinctive features of a new architec-
ture clearly flow together and interpenetrate. Such features may also be  
recognised, albeit to a lesser degree, in other buildings, which constitute 
the connective tissue, amongst which the more aulic examples stand out. 
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when, however, a paucity of sources, a lack of stratigraphic archaeological 
excavations and of specific architectonic studies are associated with the 
absence of outstanding decorative motifs and with intrusive intervention 
in the guise of stylistic restoration or of rescue, it is no surprise to dis-
cover that some of these buildings are considered to be of scant intrinsic 
interest, and are therefore virtually ignored by scholars. this is the case 
with Santa maria maddalena, the evaluation of which still relies upon the 
surveys and study by mario Guiotto,73 carried out around the middle of 
the last century. this small church was probably built between 1184 and 
1186 in an area in which there had earlier been a chapel (1130?), Ecclesiae 
Matrici contigua and, precisely because of this contiguity, this latter was 
demolished (1184) as work on the cathedral proceeded. its ground plan, 
with four columns at the centre, and the stereometric shell of its walls, 
recalls the example of the martorana and of S. cataldo (see Fig. 6.27). the 
maddalena does, however, differ from these latter churches, as regards the 
position of its dome, at the centre of the transept, and its strongly accen-
tuated verticality encountered also at the magione. a particular feature, in 
addition, is both the progressive restriction of the bays from the entrance 
wall onwards, itself a negation of the centric plan, and the height of the 
tambour of the dome, which is equal to that of the roof of the nave.

the monastery of S. Giovanni degli eremiti was built by roger ii, and 
certainly before 1148, the date it is mentioned in a diploma of donation 
by the king himself. the complex is located in the vicinity of the Palazzo 
dei Normanni, close to the city walls, in an area in which earlier buildings 
still stood.74 the importance of its foundation may also be inferred from 
the use of the palatine cemetery allotted to it. From the original layout there 
survives only the church, the small cloister lacking the roofing to the aisles, 
the so-called “arab room,” a room adjacent to the northern side of the 
church, as well as an edifice on two levels leaning against the north side 

73 mario Guiotto was the Soprintendente responsible for public monuments in western  
Sicily between 1942 and 1949: mario Guiotto, “la chiesa di Santa maria maddalena in  
Palermo,” Bollettino d’Arte 34, s. 4, n. 4 (1949), 361–67; di Stefano-Krönig, pp. 86, 87.

74 For the documentary sources and the bibliography on S. Giovanni degli eremiti one 
should refer to teresa torregrossa, “il complesso monastico di S. Giovanni degli eremiti 
a Palermo,” Archivio Storico Messinese 65 (1993), 15–49; ead., “il chiostro di San Giovanni 
degli eremiti,” Storia Architettura, 1–2 (1987), 39–54; ead., “le cupole della chiesa di San 
Giovanni degli eremiti a Palermo: i restauri ottocenteschi,” Storia e restauro di architetture 
siciliane, eds. Salvatore boscarino and maria Giuffrè, Storia architettura n.s. 2 (rome, 1996), 
pp. 81–92. See also adele daidone, “la cosiddetta sala araba nel complesso di S. Giovanni 
degli eremiti a Palermo,” Storia Architettura 1–2 (1987), 25–38. 
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of the cloister, which was apparently rebuilt at various different times  
(see Fig. 6.28). the church, with a single nave divided into two bays  
covered with domes, terminates in a projecting tri-apsidal transept, with 
the central apse protruding and the other two built within the thickness 
of the wall. the sanctuary and the diaconicon are surmounted by another 
two domes, while in alignment with the protesis a bell-tower culminating 
once again in a dome was built. the less than perfect symmetry between 
the two side chapels has been explained by the discovery of earlier struc-
tures whose presence affected the building of the diaconicon. long reck-
oned to have belonged to a mosque, more recent scholarship has dated 
these chapels to the period of the countship (1061–1130).75 it has already 
been noted that the plan of the church, namely, a cross of Saint anthony, 
has parallels in examples from the period of the countship, such as  
S. Filippo di demenna or Fragalà, near Frazzanò (messina); S. Nicolò  
at Sciacca; S. michele di capogrosso at hauteville (Palermo).76 however, 
S. Giovanni degli eremiti constitutes a further elaboration of such sche-
mae, distancing itself from them both through the articulation of the  
volumes and, above all, through the unfamiliar arrangement of the domes, 
wholly detached from the symbolic value conferred upon them when they 
are used to cover the sanctuary or the centre of the nave.

according to an ancient historiographical tradition, the foundation of the 
church of San Giovanni dei lebbrosi, outside the city walls, is attributed to 
robert Guiscard, brother of the future king roger, camped at the gates 
of Palermo in 1071, prior to launching the siege that would lead to the 
capture of the city. the church, dedicated to St. John the baptist, took 
the name of the attached ospizio dei lebbrosi, probably built by roger ii 
around the middle of the 12th century. this information, inferred from 
a document in the Tabularium of the magione, has fostered the notion, 
arrived at by a forced and arbitrary extrapolation from this same document, 

75 in the course of his investigations, Giuseppe Patricolo had brought to light an earlier 
rectangular hall oriented at right angles to the diaconicon and divided into two aisles by 
five pilasters upon which sit twelve cross-vaults. the structure was preceded by a porti-
coed atrium which overlooked a wide courtyard enclosed by walls. Such a sequence of 
rooms led Patricolo to identify the structures as belonging to a mosque. Giuseppe Patri-
colo, “il monumento arabo scoverto in febbraio 1882 e la contigua chiesa di S. Giovanni 
degli eremiti,” Archivio Storico Siciliano n.s. Vii (1883), 170–83; tomaselli, Il ritorno dei Nor-
manni, pp. 126–35, figs. 80–104. adele daidone ascribes the building of the structure to 
the Norman period, relying upon a whole series of different arguments, amongst them the 
absence of any traces of the miḥrab on the walls of the room: daidone, “la cosiddetta sala 
araba,” pp. 25–38. 

76 torregrossa, “il complesso monastico,” p. 21.
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and on the basis of a comparison with S. Giovanni degli eremiti, that the 
building of the church, or its reconfiguration, should be referred to the 
same period. yet the question of the dating of San Giovanni dei lebbrosi 
does nevertheless remain open.77 it is, however, worth pointing out that 
the building of fortifications and of churches, a process well documented 
in the course of the conquest of Sicily, is wholly consistent with the policy 
adopted by the Normans of reappropriation of the territory. this policy 
was essentially achieved through the military control of the places con-
quered, but also, symbolically, through the building or reconsecration 
of places of christian worship, as against the islamic mosques.78 it is no 
accident that military architects and both benedictine friars who had 
come to Sicily in the wake of roger and his troops made a fundamen-
tal contribution to the conquest.79 Nor is it a surprise, therefore, that a 
church was founded upon the spot at which the siege against the capi-
tal was launched. From the architectonic point of view, S. Giovanni dei 
lebbrosi has a basilical plan with three aisles, and with a non-projecting 
transept, which terminated in three apses (see Fig. 6.29). on the outside, 
the central aisle, being of a greater height, protrudes from the main body 
of the basilica, but it is above all the presbyterial zone that is emphasised, 
through a play of volumes which culminates in the dome, extradosed on 
a rectangular tambour, positioned in the centre of the transept.80 Nothing 
in the church’s planovolumetric articulation should be taken to contradict 
a dating to around the end of the 11th century. its close resemblance to 

77 di Stefano-Krönig, pp. 24–26, to whom the reader is also referred for the sources.
78 after the conquest of Palermo, “the first step taken by robert Guiscard was with 

a view to affirming the christian religion: the byzantine episcopal basilica, which in the 
islamic period had been turned into a mosque, was reinstated as a place of christian wor-
ship.” the building of the church of San Pietro la bagnara, in 1081, testifies to the building 
activity under way in these years; elena Pezzini, in the present volume, p. 204 and note 
45. it is also as well to recall that the construction of the cathedral of troina is datable to 
between 1078 and 1080, and that a significant number of churches and cathedrals had been 
built during the period of the conquest (cathedrals of catania and of mazara, S. Filippo di 
Fragalà near Frazzanò, S. michele arcangelo di troina, S. maria a mili S. Pietro, S. Pietro di 
itàla . . . in relation to which i refer the reader to di Stefano- Krönig, pp. 3–18).

79 Skilled workmen made a fundamental contribution to the conquest of Sicily. thus, 
in 1081, for the construction of the castle of messina, roger the Great count undecumque 
terrarum artificiosis caementariis conductis, fundamenta castelli, turresque apud Messanam 
jacens, aedificare coepit. likewise, for the construction of the cathedral of troina (1079), 
roger coementarios conducens, undecumque aggregat: Gaufredi malaterrae, De rebus gestis 
Rogerii Calabriae et Siciliae comitis et Roberti Guiscardi ducis fratris eius, ed. ernesto Pontieri 
(bologna, 1928), rerum italicarum Scriptores, 2, V, i, iii, 32, p. 77 and iii, 19, p. 68.

80 the bell-tower in the middle of the facade is the outcome of a work of restoration 
dating to the last century, between 1925 and 1930. 
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the messinian churches of Santa maria di mili S. Pietro and S. Pietro in 
itála, built during the years of the conquest, has already been emphasised. 
an admittedly weak indication of an early dating for S. Giovanni dei leb-
brosi could lie in the use of masonry pilasters, without bases and capitals. 
the absence of marble columns, a particularly valuable building material, 
normally recycled and for the most part found in places far from Sicily,81 
could be explained in terms of economies adopted on the construction 
sites, in the years preceding the high season of rogerian construction, 
when marbles from many different sources would have reached Palermo. 
be this as it may, in the re-entrant corners of the apses small marble col-
umns with elegant capitals were placed, amongst them an example with 
an inscription in arabic characters.

a different meaning attaches to the absence of marble columns and 
architectonic frameworks in the church of Santo Spirito or “of the Ves-
pers” (see Fig. 6.30), it too erected outside the walls. here their replace-
ment with their equivalents made of masonry could have something to 
do with the observance of the austere rule of St. benedict, which imposed 
rigour and sobriety. erected by the archbishop of Palermo walter proto-
familiarios between 1172 and 1178, the church and the attached monastery 
were in fact entrusted to the cistercian friars of the calabrian monastery 
of Sambucina.82 the church, which was consecrated in 1179, is commonly 
known as “of the Vespers,” in memory of the anti-angevin revolt of 1282, 
which erupted on that very spot.83

81  regarding the columns and the architectonic frameworks of the Sicilian Norman 
churches, and the issues concerning their provenance, the workmen, recycling and  
reworking: Pensabene, “marmi architettonici” and id., “contributo per una ricerca 
sul reimpiego e il ‘recupero’ dell’antico nel medioevo. il reimpiego nell’architettura  
normanna,” Rivista dell’Istituto Nazionale d’Archeologia e Storia dell’Arte iii, Xiii (1990), 
5–118.

82 di Stefano-Krönig, pp. 84–86; Francesco tomaselli, “il monastero cistercense della 
trinità di Palermo: una fondazione anomala,” in carmela angela di Stefano, et al., “Palermo 
ricerche archeologiche nel complesso della SS. trinità (magione),” Archeologia Medievale 24 
(1997), 283–310; Giulia davì and Santina Grasso, “introduzione all’architettura cistercense 
in Sicilia. la chiese di S. Spirito e della SS. trinità a Palermo,” in I Cistercensi e il Lazio. Atti 
delle giornate di studio dell’Istituto di Storia dell’Arte dell’Università di Roma (17–21 maggio 
1977) (rome, 1978), pp. 99–110; teresa torregrossa, La chiesa di Santo Spirito a Palermo 
(Florence, 2000); Francesco tomaselli, “Palermo. la SS. trinità della magione,” in carmela 
angela di Stefano and antonio cadei, eds., Federico e la Sicilia dalla terra alla corona. 
Archeologia e architettura, (Syracuse, 2000), 2, pp. 627, 647. 

83 at the beginning of the 1570s, church and monastery were assigned to olivetani 
monks when their own church, Santa maria dello Spasimo, was incorpororated into one of 
the ramparts of the new walls of Palermo. the destruction of the monastery dates to 1783, 
when the area was earmarked as a public cemetery; the bell-tower and its facade of the 
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the other cistercian abbey, that of SS. trinità or magione (see Fig. 6.31), 
was founded by matthew of ajello, a prominent figure at the court of 
william ii, sponsor of the benedictine order in Palermo, to which he also 
entrusted the monastery of Santa maria dei latini or “del cancelliere” 
(1169) and the ospedale di ognissanti (c. 1180). the name of magione 
was assumed after the monastery had been conceded (1197) to the order 
of St mary of Jerusalem of the teutonic Knights, who there established 
the mansio for southern italy, a bridgehead for incursions into the holy 
land. according to a convincing interpretation of the documents relating 
to its foundation, the church would have been built between 1169 and 
1174, whereas the cistercian monastery and its attached cloister is datable 
to between 1189 and 1193.84 an indirect confirmation of such a building  
sequence could rest upon a comparison between the layout of the 
magione and that of Santo Spirito, whose descent from northern european  
Norman architecture has been widely debated.85 although the layout of 
the two churches may show undoubted analogies, there are significant 
divergences in elevation.

the two walls pierced by arches that delimit the central part of the 
deep choir of Santo Spirito serve to emphasise the layout in the form of 
the latin cross, visually extending the nave. conversely, the layout in the 
form of the Greek cross of the broad choir of SS. trinità is rendered highly 
visible on the outside through the complex articulation of the volumes of 
the church. that would certainly come to constitute an anomaly for the 
churches following the order of St. benedict, which, as a matter of course, 
favoured the layout in the form of the latin cross, and might indeed cor-
roborate the hypothesis that the church pre-existed the settlement of the 
benedictines.

the employment of columns and decorative elements in marble in the 
magione would itself seem to endorse the thesis, already supported by 
documentary evidence, that it predates the foundation of the monastery. 

church were demolished in order to built a portico, which was, however, never completed. 
For the work of restoration see tomaselli, Il ritorno dei Normanni, pp. 139–52. 

84 mandalà, “una famiglia di marmorari,” pp. 208–210.
85 the layout of the church has often been equated with the now non-existent one of 

the cathedral of Palermo. the comparison is therefore based upon a hypothetical recon-
struction by h.m. Schwarz, who, together with anton Springer, argues for the derivation 
of the layout from Nordic models: anton Springer, Die Mittelalterliche Kunst in Palermo 
(bonn, 1886), heinrich m. Schwarz, “die baukunst Kalabries und Siziliens in Zeitalter der 
Normannen, i: die lateinischen Kirchengründungen des 11. Jahrhunderts und der dom in 
cefalù,” Römisches Jahrbuch für Kunstgeschichte 6 (1942–44), p. 100. 
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despite its greater simplicity, it is however plausible that the church of 
Santo Spirito had also been entrusted to the cistercian monks once its 
construction was completed. indeed, both the choice of design, a com-
bination of a basilical and a centric plan, and the insertion of decorative 
elements such as the polychrome lava and limestone inlays, the interlaced 
arches in the apses and the cushion-shaped ashlar around the walls are all 
elements characteristic of late Norman Palermitan buildings.86

the pronounced “pre-Gothic” verticality of the interior of SS. trinità, 
particularly evident in the central aisle at whose edges as many as three 
orders of corner columns are superposed; the decoration of the apse with 
intertwined arches (church of Santo Spirito, the cathedrals of Palermo87 
and, above all, of monreale), as well as the layout itself, betray the lateness 
of its construction, which reproduces themes by now entirely familiar to 
Norman Palermo, though inflected in original ways. the cloister, in origin 
having a rectangular layout with 14 × 7 arcades, with its twinned columns 
and double capitals resting upon a continuous plinth, reproduces in these 
respects a schema already employed at cefalù. however, both the singu-
lar moulding in torus form which decorates the intrados of the arches 
between the columns, interrupting itself in line with their spring, and the 
choice of repertoire in the representations on the capitals certainly recalls 
the cloister of the cathedral at monreale, erected by william ii, by which 
matthew of ajello was indubitably inspired.

in reexamining a parchment from the tabularium at the magione, to 
be precise, a deed of donation of one constantine to SS. trinità of Palermo 
from 1202, Giuseppe mandalà88 has focussed attention upon the witness’s 
signature of thomas, an arabo-christian following the byzantine rite, and 
the nephew of this same constantine, of whom it is specified that he was 

86 where the interlaced arches and the tiles that decorate the apses are concerned, a 
dating as late as the Swabian period has in fact been proposed. See torregrossa, “la chiesa 
di Santo Spirito,” pp. 103–110. i would also refer the reader to this study for the convincing  
comparison with the church of Santa maria del Patir in rossano calabro (calabria), which 
presents various analogues with Santo Spirito, first and foremost, the employment of 
masonry cylindrical pilasters supporting the arches of the aisles. this comparison brings 
out, once again, the indubitable impact of the monastic orders, whether latin or Greek 
(the so-called “basiliani”), upon the channelling of the artistic models. 

87 For brevity’s sake i have decided not to include an account of the cathedral of  
Palermo, rebuilt by archbishop walter between 1170 and c. 1190, on the site in which there 
was a mosque, and reconsecrated after the conquest of Palermo. the paucity of informa-
tion dating back to the time of its construction and the long series of radical changes 
made to the building up until the beginning of the 19th century make it a difficult matter 
to reconstitute the Norman facies.

88 mandalà, “una famiglia di marmorari.”
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frater olim magistri Symonis marmorarii de civitate Panormi. in the docu-
ment, signed in arabic and in Greek, Simon is addressed by the title of 
magister/muʿallim, that is, a genuine artifex, probably also at the head of 
a workshop. at any rate, the deed of donation attests that this workshop 
was certainly active in Palermo between 1169 and 1202. Furthermore, the 
analysis of another document from 1169 has enabled this same scholar 
quite plausibly to identify in andrew, likewise a marble worker, the father 
of constantine and Simon.89 we are therefore dealing with a Palermitan 
workshop of arabo-christian marble workers in existence at least from 
the mid-12th century, that is, in the period of the great Palermitan con-
struction sites and of the participation of workmen of diverse provenance. 
whatever the precise origin of these magistri, and whether they were 
“local men or melchites having come from the arabo-islamic east,”90 their 
particular formation, which certainly occurred in Sicily, could also have 
enabled them to devise the very particular patterns to be found in the 
marble floor panels.

the documentary sources seem therefore to confirm what had already 
emerged from an interpretation of the formal and geometrical qualities 
of the Palermitan floors, through which well-founded doubts have crystal-
lized regarding the frequently posited link between these creations and 
the exclusive contribution of “cosmatesque” masters coming from rome 
and/or from the South of italy.91 even taking into consideration a well-
known capital from the cloister of monreale, signed by Romanus, son of 
the abovementioned constantine, and phrased in a stilted latin, such a 
relationship would seem to be quite implausible. aside from the patro-
nymic, it is precisely the hesitant use of the language that lends weight 
to the hypothesis that he belonged to the same family of mozarabs, who 
wrote in Greek and in arabic, but were little versed in latin. bearing in 
mind the fact that constantine was an oblate of the teutonic Knights, the 
beneficiaries, moreover, of his donation of 1202, there is a strong likeli-
hood that he would have involved his entire workshop of marble workers 
in the construction of the cloister at SS. trinità.

certainly, while the rereading of the documents does not justify our 
extending sic et simpliciter the contribution of this family of Sicilian marble 
workers to the floors as well as to the capitals, one potential implication 

89 ibid., pp. 200–203, the quotation is at p. 201. 
90 ibid., p. 227.
91  di liberto, “il pavimento . . . di S. cataldo”; ead., “il pavimento . . . di S. maria 

dell’ammiraglio.”
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is hard to avoid: as i have already observed, the figure of the acrobat 
included in two inlays in the floor at the martorana has its prototype in 
a capital at the cloister of the cathedral of cefalù and would then have 
its epigone in a capital at the cloister of the cathedral of monreale (see 
Fig. 6.32). the role of this family may well prove to have been far more 
wide-ranging than has so far been imagined.

by means of this excursus i have endeavoured to emphasise how each 
of the various cultural elements that body forth the Norman architectonic 
and figurative language have their own raison d’être. it would nonethe-
less be an error to try and account for its formation solely in terms of an 
ideology of power, and without taking into consideration the gradual cre-
ation and subsequent reinforcement of a local tradition. the aulic exam-
ples to which we have referred, as much in a religious context as in that 
of palace architecture, richly suggest what such contributions may have 
been. the prevalence of each one of them is only in part determined by 
the chronology of the buildings and seems rather to depend upon their 
particular function. if i have included later examples of the application 
of already well-known formulae and motifs, it was because they confirm 
how it is that the distinction between byzantine, islamic and northern 
european influences tends more and more to lose all meaning, until in the 
end, given the existence of a Norman language that could only have been 
formed in the land of Sicily, it becomes almost entirely specious.
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Fig. 6.1–2. cappella Palatina. Plan of the lower church and longitudinal section  
(Plan by Soprintendenza ai beni culturali di Palermo; graphic by r. di liberto)
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Fig. 6.3. the floor of the cappella Palatina (from h. d’espouy, Fragments d’architecture du 
Moyen Âge et de la Renaissance d’après les relevés et restauration des anciens pensionnaires de 

l’Académie de France à Rome, ii, table 14, Paris, 1925)
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Fig. 6.4. Plan of the cappella Palatina  
(from w. tronzo, The culture . . .; graphic by r. di liberto)

Fig. 6.5. the wooden ceiling of the cappella Palatina with muqarnas  
(photograph by r. di liberto)

Fig. 6.6. cappella Palatina. a pannel of the central nave’s pavement (r. di liberto)
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Fig. 6.7. Santa maria dell’ammiraglio (the martorana). reconstruction of the various build-
ing phases. in grey the demolished medieval structures (from S. curčić, “l’architettura 

della chiesa”; graphic by r. di liberto)

Fig. 6.8. Santa maria dell’ammiraglio (the martorana). the dome at the centre of the church 
(photograph by Sergio aiosa)
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Fig. 6.9. Plan of the martorana (r. di liberto)
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Fig. 6.10–11. Floor of Santa maria dell’ammiraglio (the martorana). the entrance  
panel and the central panel beneath the dome (r. di liberto)
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Fig. 6.12. Plan of the church of San cataldo (r. di liberto)
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Fig. 6.13. church of San cataldo. View of the apses (r. di liberto)

Fig. 6.14. church of San cataldo. longitudinal section (r. di liberto)
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Fig. 6.15. the three domes along an axis of the church of San cataldo  
(photograph by Francesco Filangeri)
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Fig. 6.16–17. church of San cataldo. Plan and photograph of the panel in front of the 
northern entrance (r. di liberto)

Fig. 6.18. church of San cataldo. Geometrical schema of the panel in front of the northern 
entrance (r. di liberto)
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Fig. 6.19. maredolce or Favara. Plan of the palace (from adolph Goldschmidt, “die  
normannischen Königspaläste in Palermo”, in Zeitschrift für Bauwesen, 48, 1898)

Fig. 6.20. Section of the church of San Filippo and Giacomo (plan by mario Guiotto in  
G. ciotta, La cultura architettonica)
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Fig. 6.21. Zisa, reconstruction of the planimetry (from a. Goldschmidt, “die normannischen 
Königspaläste”)

Fig. 6.21a. the epigraph in arabic characters from the Zisa turned into the palace battle-
ments (photograph by Francesco Filangeri)
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Fig. 6.22. Zisa, speculative reconstruction of the plan on three floors  
(from G. bellafiore, La Zisa . . .; graphic by r. di liberto)
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Fig. 6.23. cuba. longitudinal section and plan (plan of S. bellafiore in G. ciotta, La cultura 
architettonica . . .; graphic by r. di liberto)

Fig. 6.23a. cuba. Speculative reconstruction of the plan (from u. Staacke, Un palazzo  
normanno a Palermo . . . ; graphic by r. di liberto)
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Fig. 6.24. Plan of the Palazzo dei Normanni showing the medieval parts which survive 
(from Francesco Valenti, “il palazzo reale di Palermo”, in Bollettino d’Arte, iV, 1–2; graphic 

by r. di liberto)

Fig. 6.25. torre Pisana. Plan of the ground floor 
and of the first floor (from Francesco Valenti, “il 
palazzo reale di Palermo”, in Bollettino d’Arte, iV, 

1-2; graphic by r. di liberto)

Fig. 6.26. Plan of the al-manar 
donjon (from l. Golvin, Le Magrib 
central . . .; graphic by r. di liberto)

Fig. 6.27. Santa maria maddalena. Plan and cross-section (from di Stefano-Krőnig, Monu-
menti della Sicilia normanna . . .; graphic by r. di liberto)
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Fig. 6.28. San Giovanni degli eremiti, plan, longitudinal section and axonometric recons-
truction of the building phases (from a. daidone, “la cosiddetta sala araba”)

Fig. 6.28a. San Giovanni degli eremiti, longitudinal section

Fig. 6.28b. San Giovanni degli eremiti, axonometric reconstruction of the building 
phases
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Fig. 6.29. San Giovanni dei lebbrosi, plan and sections (plan by G. magro in G. ciotta, La 
cultura architettonica . . .; graphic by r. di liberto)
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Fig. 6.30. Santo Spirito or “dei Vespri”. Plan (plan by t. torregrossa, graphic by r. di liberto). 
View of the apses and cross-section (from t. torregrossa, La chiesa di Santo Spirito a Pal-

ermo)
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Fig. 6.31. SS. trinità or magione. Plan of the monastic complex (from F. tomaselli, “Palermo.  
la SS. trinità della magione”; graphic by r. di liberto) and longitudinal section (from di 

Stefano-Krőnig, Monumenti della Sicilia normanna)
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Fig. 6.32. capital with acrobats from the cloister at cefalù  
(photograph by massimo lo Verde)

Fig. 6.32a. marble inlay with the acrobat on the floor of the martorana  
(photograph by Sergio aiosa)

Fig. 6.32b. capital with acrobat in the cloister at monreale (photograph by r. di liberto)



Palermo in the 12th century:  
transformations in forma urbis

elena Pezzini

in early January 1071, after a siege lasting five months, robert Guiscard 
and roger of hauteville conquered Palermo, the madīnat Ṣiqilliyya, a 
great islamic city fully integrated into the zone of fatimid prosperity.1 the 
city had been the capital of sicily, a province of the dār al-islām, governed 
from 947/8 until the early 1040s—in the name of the fatimid caliphate—
by an independent emiral dynasty, the Kalbids. 

the years succeeding the fall of the Kalbid dynasty—which had 
involved the fragmentation of the emirate of sicily into small territorial 
units—were marked by grave political instability. in a letter from the 
cairo Geniza, a member of a family of sicilian Jewish merchants, hav-
ing emigrated to tyre, paints a bleak picture of the state of the city in 
the mid-11th century. his correspondent learned of “the misfortunes that 
befell Palermo,” which were described as follows: “We witnessed events 
which i should have gladly done without, namely bloodshed. We trod on 
corpses as if it were common ground. (there raged) a heavy epidemic. 
the price for a thumn (of bread) rose to over a dinar and there was none 
to be had.” the merchant then went on to speak of his own misfortunes: 
“our warehouse containing over 1000 quarter dinars (worth of goods) was 
broken into. sa‘īd’s warehouse was also forced. subsequently, two months 
before the death of my father . . . he bought orchards and a house from a 
christian for 100 dinars. But when the turmoil increased, they became 

the following abbreviations will be employed in the text. 
amato di montecassino: storia de’ normanni di amato da montecassino volgarizzata in 

antico francese, ed. Vincenzo de Bartholomaeis, fsi, scrittori sec. Xi (rome, 1935); 
falcando: ugo falcando, La Historia o Liber de regno siciliae e la Epistola ad Petrum 

Panormitanae Ecclesiae thesaurarium, ed. Giovan Battista siragusa (rome, 1897); 
malaterra: Gaufredi malaterrae, De rebus gestis rogerii Calabriae et siciliae comitis et 

roberti Guiscardi ducis fratris eius, ed. ernesto Pontieri, ris 2, V 1 (Bologna, 1928); 
Di Giovanni: Vincenzo Di Giovanni, La topografia antica di Palermo dal secolo X al XV, 

i–ii (Palermo, 1889–90)
1 as regards the islamic city, see the chapters on islamic Palermo by annliese nef and 

alessandra Bagnera in the present volume, together with the respective bibliographies.
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worthless.”2 yet, despite the disorder and the difficult political phase 
through which Palermo was passing, it was still a great city, with a mus-
lim population composed of several communities of quite distinct origins, 
and with communities of Jews and christians. at the time of the siege the 
city was governed by a council composed of members of the elites, with 
which the normans negotiated the surrender.3

so far as urban morphology is concerned, Palermo in the late islamic 
period was a complex city, with several hierarchised nucleuses.4 the  
generative nucleus, madīnat Balarm, subsequently Qaṣr al-qadīm (“old 
castle”), and hence the late medieval name cassaro, corresponded to 
the Punic-roman ancient city and occupied a narrow calcareous plat-
form, delimited to the south and the north by two watercourses—known 
respectively as the Winter river and the rūṭa, being named in the later 
sources as sabucia/Kemonia and as Papireto—which formed, in the estu-
ary, a large and well-protected basin (see fig. 7.1).5 this nucleus had inher-
ited from the ancient city the regular plan with rectangular framework 
still legible today, defined by a central axis running n-e/s-W (roughly  
corresponding to the western half of the present-day corso Vittorio  
emanuele and attested in the medieval sources with various different  
names: simāṭ in arabic, vicus marmoreus, platea, via or ruga marmorea in 
latin) and by a secondary road system at right angles to the axis.6 it is, however, 
unclear whether the two streets that, in the present-day layout, run inside  

2 shlomo simonsohn, The Jews in sicily, i (leiden-new york-cologne, 1997), pp. 278–81. 
the departure of a part of the population, and in particular of the elites, is documented, 
albeit weakly: annliese nef, “les élites savantes urbaines dans la sicile islamique,” in La 
sicile à l’époque islamique. Questions de méthode et renouvellement récent des probléma-
tiques, mEfrm 116–1 (2004), p. 460, note 39 and p. 464.

3 henri Bresc maintains that in this phase the city had developed a form of independence 
and “une pratique du pouvoir partagé, sinon démocratique,” henri Bresc, “commune et 
citoyenneté dans la sicile des derniers siècles du moyen Âge” in henri Bresc, una stagione 
in sicilia, ed. marcello Pacifico (Palermo, 2010), p. 208.

4 the definition of Palermo as a city with several nucleuses derives from henri Bresc, 
“filologia urbana: Palermo dai normanni agli aragonesi,” incontri meridionali iii serie, 1–2 
(1981), 12.

5 on the geomorphological structure of Palermo see Pietro todaro, “il territorio,” in 
rosario la Duca, ed., storia di Palermo i. Dalle origini al periodo punico-romano (Palermo, 
1999), pp. 25–35.

6 this is essentially the street plan that has survived to the present day, according 
to the hypothesis of rosario la Duca, Palermo felicissima (Palermo, 1973) p. 24, revived 
and elaborated upon by oscar Belvedere, “appunti sulla topografia antica di Panormo,” 
Kokalos XXXiii (1987), 289–304, and confirmed by the recent archaeological excavations 
which have led f. spatafora to date the layout of the city to the mid-4th century: francesca 
spatafora, “Dagli emporia fenici alle città puniche. elementi di continuità e discontinuità 
nell’organizzazione urbanistica di Palermo e solunto,” in sophie helas and Dirce mar-
zoli, eds., Phönizisches und puniche städtewesen (akten der internationalen Tagung in rom 
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the ancient city walls, following their outline, and which are overlooked 
by buildings built against the walls, date back to the original foundation of 
the city or are the product of a later phase. too distant from the fortifica-
tions to be the defensive roads (vie di arroccamento), they became a fun-
damental element in the medieval street-plan, linking up the city gates. 
even in the late medieval period they were called shera, xera, from the 
arabic shāri‘, that is, a primary street for public use.7 to this first nucleus 
was counterposed another madīna, a fortified palatine city, al-Khāliṣa, 
founded in 937/8 in close proximity to the port, and the administrative 
and political centre of the Kalbid emirs. Between the two madīna-s and 
beyond the rivers that flowed to the foot of Balarm, there extended vast 
quarters, the Ḥārat al-Ṣaqāliba, Ḥārat masjid ibn Ṣaqlāb (quarter of the 
mosque of ibn Ṣaqlāb), the Ḥārat al-jadīda, al-Ja‘fariyya and other distinc-
tive territorial units, Ḥārat abī Ḥimāz or abī Ḥimār, Ḥārat al-tājī.8

the forma urbis arose at once through urban planning and spontaneous 
growth, and several elements in dynamic interrelation had contributed in 
differing ways and varying degrees to its construction: namely, the emirs, 
through their planned creation of quarters, the market (in part stimulated 
by, and dependent upon the central power), and urban society itself. it is 
probable that in the years between around 1050 (the presumed date of 
the drafting of the anonymous Kitāb Gharā’ib al-funūn wa-mulaḥ al-’uyūn 
which refers to the fortification of the Ḥārat al-Ṣaqāliba)9 and the norman 
conquest in 1072, the entire perimeter of the city was shut in by an exten-
sive city wall which enclosed the ancient fortified urban nucleus, Balarm, 
and the palatine citadel, al-Khāliṣa.10 furthermore, after the fall of the 

vom 21. bis 23. februar 2007), Hiberia archaeologica 13 (2009), 219–37, with a bibliography 
preceding it.

7 for the meaning of shāri‘, Paolo cuneo, storia dell’urbanistica. il mondo islamico 
(Bari, 1986), pp. 92–93; id. and ugo marazzi “Glossario dei termini urbanistici del mondo 
islamico,” storia della Città 46 (1987), p. 77, and, with particular reference to Palermo, Giro-
lamo caracausi, arabismi medievali di sicilia (Palermo, 1983), pp. 341–43 with the relevant 
references to the documents and Bresc “filologia urbana,” p. 13 who maintains that in 
Palermo the term had come to mean defensive road (via di arroccamento).

8 Bagnera, in the present volume.
9 Kitāb Gharā’ib, pp. 412–13.

10 as it seems plausible to deduce from the combined readership of the Kitāb Gharā’ib 
and of the sources on the norman siege (amato di montecassino, XViiii, pp. 279–81, 
malaterra, XlV, pp. 52–53). there is no historiographical consensus as regards the dating 
of Palermo’s external perimeter wall, which has been attributed both to the late islamic 
period and to the early norman period. see roberta sciortino, “archeologia del sistema 
fortificato medievale di Palermo. nuovi dati per la conoscenza della seconda cinta muraria 
(tardo X–Xii secolo),” archeologia medievale XXXiii (2007), 283–95, where she notes the 
need to verify archaeologically the hypothesis of a dating to the islamic period. one might 
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Kalbid dynasty, the administrative and political centre had again been 
transferred from the Khāliṣa to Balarm. 

i propose now to advance a little more than a hundred years. suppose 
we consider the city as it was at the end of the norman period, and ask 
ourselves if, and how the landscape had changed. how had the madīnat 
Ṣiqilliyya turned into the felix urbs Panormi, the capital of the new nor-
man Kingdom which extended across sicily and southern italy? how had 
its population changed? What are the different stages into which this 
transformation might be divided? What political forces or social dynamics 
had given rise to it? 

it is no easy matter to sketch a history of the transformation to which 
the urban form of Palermo was subject, indeed, such an ambition can 
only be realised in broad outline and by addressing macro-problems. one 
has to reckon not only with heterogeneous sources, which are irregularly 
distributed and which often offer no more than sudden flashes of illu-
mination on particular aspects of a problem, all of which weighs heavily 
upon the attempt to effect a reconstruction, but also with an immense 
bibliography on some aspects, namely, those associated with the central 
power and with the court.11

furthermore, the questions posed above are not new. after the long 
phase of studies of historical topography at the end of the 19th and early 
20th centuries, and after the significant contributions made to urban 
history in the 1950s,12 the problem of the “construction of urban space” 
and of the transformation of the city between the islamic period and the 
late middle ages, has been raised and clearly addressed from the 1980s  
following a trajectory whose first stage alone will be considered here.  
moreover, studies on the norman city have evidently proliferated in the 
course of the last few years.

Besides, the new profile of islamic Palermo13 delineated by recent 
studies cannot help but have repercussions for the image that we are 

also revise the archaeological data by means of a systematic study of the ceramic contexts 
reconstituted through the investigations conducted so far.

11 for such a bibliography see annliese nef, Conquérir et gouverner la sicilie islamique 
aux Xi et Xii siècles, Bibliothèque des Écoles françaises d’athènes et de rome, 346 (rome, 
2011).

12 illuminato Peri, “il porto di Palermo dagli arabi agli aragonesi,” Economia e storia V 
(1958), n. 4, 422–69.

13 the writings of henri Bresc are of fundamental importance in this regard: “filologia 
urbana;” “in ruga que arabice dicitur zucac: les rues de Palerme (1070–1460),” in Le paysage 
urbain au moyen age (actes du Xii Congrès de la société des historiens médiévistes de l’Ensei-
gnement supérieur Public) (lyons, 1981), pp. 155–86; “l’espace public à Palerme 1100–1460,” 



 palermo’s forma urbis in the 12th century 199

endeavouring to construct of the norman city,14 while at the same time 
investigations into later phases in the city’s development,15 based upon 
documentary series richer than those available for the 12th and 13th cen-
turies, enable us to attribute to the late medieval and modern period both 
significant interventions in the road layout and the urbanisation of vast 
intramural areas previously occupied by gardens. starting out from the 
present-day structure, such investigations allow us to identify, by subtrac-
tion and employing a regressive method, the elements that may safely be 
ascribed to the medieval city. 

finally, archaeological research, which may be able to supply impor-
tant answers to questions which constantly recur in the historiography 
from the 16th century onwards, has recently made fundamental contri-
butions to our knowledge of the urban topography and of the history of 
the city, above all for the period between the end of the norman period 
and the swabian period. less progress has by contrast been made in the 
archaeology of architecture which up until now has been mainly focussed 
upon urban fortifications.16 

in Jacques heers, ed., fortifications, portes de ville, places publiques dans le monde médi-
terranéen, (Paris, 1984), pp. 41–58; “spazio e potere nella Palermo medievale,” in cataldo 
roccaro, ed., Palermo medievale, schede medievali 30–31 (1996), 7–18. for a discussion 
of the elites between the norman and the aragonese period see laura sciascia, Le donne 
e i cavalier, gli affanni e gli agi: famiglia e potere in sicilia tra Xii e XiV secolo (messina, 
1993). on the forma urbis: franco D’angelo, “la città di Palermo tra la fine dell’età araba 
e la fine dell’età normanna,” in id., La città di Palermo nel medioevo (Palermo, 2002), pp. 
7–33; id., “la Palermo araba del Xii secolo descritta da hugo falcandus,” schede medievali 
47 (2009), 153–76. on the restructuring of the city between the islamic period and the 
Vespers: marina scarlata, Caratterizzazione dei quartieri e rapporti di vicinato a Palermo 
fra Xii e XiV secolo, in D’une ville à l’autre: structures matérielles et organisation de l’espace 
dans les villes européennes (Xiiie–XVie siècles), atti del Convegno di roma 1986 (rome, 1989) 
pp. 681–709; ead., “configurazione urbana e habitat a Palermo tra Xii e Xiii secolo,” in 
storia di Palermo iii, Dai Normanni al Vespro (Palermo, 2003), pp.134–81; ead., “una chalke 
a Palermo?”, Nea rhome. rivista di ricerche bizantinistiche, 4 (2007), pp. 217–37, ead., “lo 
spazio del potere civile e religioso nella Palermo normanna. s. maria dell’ammiraglio,  
s. maria del cancelliere, santa maria la nuova o dei marturano,” in mario re and cristina 
rognoni, eds., byzantino-sicula V, Giorgio di antiochia. L’arte della politica in sicilia nel Xii 
secolo tra bisanzio e l’islam. atti del Convegno internazionale (Palermo 19–20 aprile 2007).

14 adalgisa De simone, “Palermo araba. custodia Panormi est: intra baych et ferach . . .”, 
in rosario la Duca, ed., storia di Palermo ii, Dal tardo-antico all’islam (Palermo, 2000),  
pp. 78–113, and Bagnera and nef, ‘histoire et archéologie du domaine fatimide’.

15 aldo casamento, La rettifica della strada del Cassaro di Palermo: una esemplare rea-
lizzazione urbanistica nell’Europa del Cinquecento (Palermo, 2000) and maurizio Vesco, 
Viridaria e città: lottizzazioni a Palermo nel ‘500 (rome, 2010).

16 Valeria Brunazzi, “l’epoca della costruzione delle mura urbiche di Palermo e annota-
zioni sul rilievo di un loro tratto,” in Palermo medievale, pp. 65–72, and sciortino, “arche-
ologia del sistema fortificato.”
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after the norman conquest (see fig. 7.2)

there is very little information regarding the early norman period, almost 
all of it inferred from narratives dealing with the conquest of sicily; we 
lack documentary data and architectonic structures have not been pre-
served. all that we can hope to do is to reconstruct the largescale inter-
ventions attributable to the political authorities, whilst the urban fabric 
and the warp and weft of social structures wholly elude us.

We know that the normans had captured a great city, which was opu-
lent though sorely tested by decades of political instability, and ruled by 
a city council with which the surrender had been negotiated. according 
to the terms of the surrender, the city’s muslim inhabitants would retain 
their own laws and liberty, in return for which they would pay tribute and 
remain loyal.17 contracts in arabic testify to the retention of islamic law 
and to the respect shown for its principles in the private sphere through-
out the norman period,18 while various sources attest the preservation of 
some muslim places of worship.19

following the general tenor of the narratives recounting the capture of 
the city,20 the historiography concurs in ascribing the earliest urban trans-
formations to robert Guiscard (living 1020–1085). such interventions were 
designed to give concrete expression to the new political dispensation in 
urban space, and to ensure that the normans retained military control 
over the city. they were aimed at the strategically most sensitive points, 
both from a “functional” and from a symbolic point of view, namely, the 
fortifications and the principal place of worship in the city. the very first 
action taken by robert Guiscard was to affirm the importance of the 
christian religion: the ancient Byzantine episcopal basilica, which in the 
islamic period had been turned into a mosque21 (although it apparently 
retained some memory traces of its earlier christian existence),22 was 
reinstated as a place of christian worship. 

17 malaterra XlV, p. 53; see annliese nef, Conquérir et gouverner, p. 38.
18 nef, Conquérir et gouverner, p. 568.
19 see below.
20 see more recently scarlata, “configurazione urbana,” pp. 139–47, which devotes a 

great deal of space to a reconstruction of the various stages of the siege and of the capture 
of the city.

21  amato di montecassino, p. 282 XViiii; Guglielmo di Puglia, Gesta roberti Wiscardi, 
ed. marguerite mathieu (Palermo, 1961), iii, vv. 331–336, pp. 182–83.

22 even as late as 973 ibn Ḥawqal recalled that the mosque had formerly been a basilica, 
and saw still visible signs of its previous state in the tomb of aristotle (bas it., 1: 11).
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the conquerors then consolidated their military control of the city.23 
one has to bear in mind that here a small band of norman and christian 
military men were holding by armed force a hostile city with a predomi-
nantly arabo-muslim population.24 the sources contemporary with the 
conquest are not clear as to the system employed to guarantee such con-
trol, though amato di montecassino relates that a castle had been built 
in a prominent position, while malaterra speaks of the reinforcing of a 
castle, and Guglielmo apulo uses the term castra in the plural.25 a 12th-
century source, however, the anonimo Vaticano, differentiates between 
two castral structures:26 the castrum superius or novum, built in the far 
west of the city, at the highest point of the ancient fortified urban cen-
tre, controlling access from the hinterland, and the castrum vetus, a forti-
fied structure situated at the northern entrance to the port and the first 
nucleus of which would presumably date to the islamic period, given that 
a fortified structure is marked on the map from the Kitāb Gharā’ib at the 
corresponding place.27 thereby following a logic of settlement frequently 
encountered in the cities of southern italy and of sicily conquered by 
the normans,28 the conquerors occupied positions on the periphery but 
which were strategically useful both for ensuring control of the city and 
for defending themselves against external threats, and, in the last resort, 
for keeping open a line of flight. it is moreover highly probable that the 
castrum superius or novum, the first nucleus of what would later become 

23 sciortino, “archeologia del sistema fortificato,” pp. 286–89.
24 amato di montecassino, Guglielmo di Puglia and the anonimo Vaticano are 

extremely clear in this regard: “he chooses a very lofty site upon which to build a strong 
castle and he ensures that it is well defended and he furnishes it with abundant supplies 
that will last for a long period” (amato di montecassino XXiii, p. 285). “he has the castles 
defended with solidly built walls to protect his armies from the sicilians and he adds wells 
and food” (William of Puglia, Gesta, iii, v 337–339); “in order to remove any possibility of 
attack, they built two well-defended castles in a short space of time, one near to the sea 
and one in a place called Galea” (anonimo Vaticano, Historia sicula ab ingressu Norman-
norum in apulia usque ad annum 1282, ed. Johanne Baptista carusio, ris (milan, 1726), 
Viii, p. 846.

25 see the previous note. “the castle having been reinforced” (malaterra XlV, p. 53).
26 see above, note 24.
27 Kitāb Gharā’ib, p. 444, n.101. on the two castles see ferdinando maurici, “i castelli 

normanni,” in storia di Palermo iii pp. 66–82. on the castrum superius, Vladimir Zorić, 
“arx preclara quam Palatium regale appellant. le sue origini e la prima Cappella della corte 
normanna,” in franco D’angelo, ed., La città di Palermo nel medioevo (Palermo, 2002), 
pp. 95–106.

28 Paolo Delogu, “i normanni e le città,” in società potere e popolo nell’età di ruggero ii 
(atti delle iii giornate normanno-sveve, bari, maggio 1977) (Bari, 1979), pp. 192–194; lucio 
santoro, “castelli nell’italia meridionale,” in i normanni popolo d’Europa, 1030–1200, ed. 
mario D’onofrio (Padova, 1994), p. 210.
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the royal palace of roger ii, had been built right up against, or enclosing, 
the only gate of the islamic city of which there is no trace in the late medi-
eval documentation, the Bāb al-riyāḍ.29 this gate—built shortly after the 
middle of the 10th century, by the emir abū ’l-Ḥusayn aḥmad b. Ḥasan b. 
abī ’l-Ḥusayn—guaranteed access to the city from the west, where there 
were to be found the “delightful” gardens which the normans divided up 
amongst themselves before entering Palermo and which subsequently, 
having been ringed by an extensive wall, became an integral part of the 
system of royal residences.30 

after the conquest, the city was entrusted to a norman amêras31 and 
to a garrison. the sources also speak of the city being divided up between 
the two hauteville brothers,32 a detail confirmed both by documents33 
and by monetary issues.34

a policy of wholesale confiscation was also probably put in train: 
al-nuwayrī relates that roger, once sicily had been conquered, “reigned 
over the whole island; in which he garrisoned the rum and the franks 

29 in capua and salerno the norman castles were likewise built near to a city gate: 
Delogu, “i normanni e le città,” p. 192.

30 f. D’angelo has recently argued that the Bāb al-riyāḍ was situated a little to the 
north of the present-day Porta nuova (id., “il cassaro,” Per salvare Palermo: Giornale della 
fondazione salvare Palermo onlus, (maggio-agosto 2012). conversely, a. Bagnera maintains 
that the gate served to link balarm and the area of the mu‛askar, which was rich in gar-
dens, and opened out at the far end of the simāṭ in a position analogous to that occupied 
by the Porta nuova in relation to the present-day corso Vittorio emanuele (Bagnera, in 
Bagnera and nef, ‘histoire et archéologie du domaine fatimide’).

31 Jeremy Johns, arabic administration in Norman sicily. The royal Dīwān (cambridge, 
2002), pp. 68–69; nef, Conquérir et gouverner, p. 310. as regards the function of the amêras, 
in this case probably at the head of the armies and of the civil administration, and on the 
evolution of the office in the norman period see most recently nef, Conquérir et gouverner, 
pp. 308ff.

32 according to malaterra, roberto Guiscard, after the conquest, conceded to his 
brother roger all of sicily apart from Palermo, which remained “in suam proprietatem.” 
to judge by some codices, it would seem to be the case that in 1091 roger obtained half of 
Palermo from robert’s heir (malaterra, XlV, p. 53, XVii p. 96, nota 1). according to amato 
di montecassino, robert Guiscard gave the whole of sicily to his brother but retained pos-
session of half of Palermo, messina and Demede (amato di montecassino, XXi, p. 283).

33 Vera von falkenhausen, “i logoteti greci nel regno normanno. uno studio proso-
pografico,” in Pietro corrao and ennio igor mineo, eds., Dentro e fuori la sicilia. studi di 
storia per Vincenzo D’alessandro (rome, 2009), p. 104. three latin diplomas by ruggero 
Borsa were drafted in Palermo in august 1086, one of them in favour of the archbishop 
of Palermo, archerius (léon-robert ménager, recueil des actes des ducs normands d’italie 
(1042–1127). i. Les premiers ducs (1046–1087), società per la storia patria per la Puglia (Docu-
menti e monografie 45) (Bari, 1981), nn. 52–54.

34 the coins of the early norman period of the Palermo mint were in fact issued both by 
robert Guiscard and ruggero Borsa, and by roger i and roger ii: franco D’angelo, “Palermo 
(sicilia),” in lucia travaini, ed., Le zecche italiane fino all’unità (rome, 2011), p. 968.
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along with the muslims, not leaving any of the inhabitants a bath, shop, 
mill or oven.”35 indeed, numerous documentary testimonies, whether 
from the 12th century or later, attest that the public baths, the mills,36 
some shops and some ovens37 were in the royal demesne.

We do not know what sort of impact the garrison and the norman 
amêras had upon the urban structure, nor do we know if and how, in 
the first decades of the conquest, the make-up of the population altered 
greatly, yet all in all we may presume that Palermo retained the features 
of an islamic city, though under christian control, just as the cities of the 
maghreb conquered by roger ii, a little more than fifty years after the 
capture of Palermo, would retain them.38

already in this phase there occured an exodus of the muslim elites, 
but it is unclear on what scale.39 it is possible that some of the urban 
residences remained empty and were requisitioned. moreover, the trans-
formation of the jāmi‘ mosque into a cathedral must have entailed the 
singling out of a new congregational mosque whose exact site cannot be 
identified but to which ibn Jubayr refers, in 1184.40

We may assume that a greater influence than before was now exerted 
by the community of christians following the Greek rite, who were arabic-
speaking and islamic in culture, and whose presence is attested prior to 
the norman conquest.41 in the islamic period this community, led by a 

35 bas it., 2: 145–6. adalgisa De simone, “il mezzogiorno normanno svevo visto 
dall’islam africano,” in Giosuè musca, ed., il mezzogiorno normanno svevo visto dall’Europa 
e dal mondo mediterraneo (atti delle Xiii giornate normanno-sveve. bari 21–24 ottobre 1997) 
(Bari, 1999), p. 269.

36 the intrument of endowment of the cappella Palatina grants the rents from the 
city’s mills, Codex Diplomaticus regni siciliae, series i, tomus ii/1, rogerii ii. regis Diplomata 
latina, ed. carlrichard Brühl, (cologne,Weimar and Vienna, 1987), 48, pp. 133–37 (Palermo 
1140.04.28).

37 an oven that was despoticu, that is, belonging to the royal demesne, is mentioned in 
a document of 1191 (cusa, pp. 123–24).

38 Bresc, “filologia urbana,” p. 9 and id., “le royaume normand d’afrique et l’archevêché 
de mahdiyya,” in id., una stagione p. 107: at mahdiyya too the cathedral was transferred 
into the great mosque (p. 107). as regards the various solutions adopted by the normans 
to hold on to the conquered cities on the coast of ifrīqiya see De simone, “il mezzogiorno 
normanno svevo,” pp. 274–75.

39 laura sciascia, “Palermo e il mare,” in Giosuè musca, ed., itinerari e centri urbani nel 
mezzogiorno normanno-svevo (atti delle X giornate normanno-sveve, bari 21–24 ottobre 1991) 
(Bari, 1993), pp. 59–60, cites the poets with reference to a diaspora from early norman 
sicily.

40 bas it., 1: 161.
41  henri Bresc, “arab christians in the Western mediterranean,” Library of mediterra-

nean History i (1994), pp. 3–45; henri Bresc and annliese nef, “les mozarabes de sicile 
(1100–1300),” in enrico cuozzo and Jean-marie martin, eds., Cavalieri alla conquista del 
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bishop, had had its own places of worship,42 and presumably had pre-
served some memory of a christian past discernible both in the jāmi‘ 
mosque and in the toponomastics of the older nucleus of the city (porta 
sant’agata). We do not know where the places of christian worship in 
islamic Palermo were, though very probably, in addition to the church 
of st. cyriac,43 where the bishop was officiating at the time of the con-
quest, there was, along the river Kemonia, an area affected by a christian 
presence.44 it is possible that after the conquest some of these places of 
worship were monumentalised, just as it is possible that there were new 
foundations behind the two castra, in one case perhaps substituting for 
or close to a mosque.45

a few, scattered elements testify that the city was attracting a popula-
tion from outside. merchants from the seafaring cities of the mainland 
may also have settled in greater numbers, among them the amalfitans, 
who lived in the area around the port of Palermo (as early as the end 
of the 10th century?),46 and perhaps the Venetians, Pisans and Genoese, 

sud: studi sull’italia normanna in memoria di Léon-robert ménager (rome and Bari, 1998), 
pp. 134–56; annliese nef, “l’histoire des ‘mozarabes’ de sicile. Bilan provisoire et nouveaux 
matériaux,” in cyrille aillet, mayte Penelas and Philippe roisse, eds., ¿Existe una iden-
tidad mozárabe? Historia, lengua y cultura de los cristianos de al-andalus (siglos iX–Xii), 
collection de la casa de Velázquez 101 (madrid, 2008), pp. 255–86; Giuseppe mandalà, 
“una famiglia di marmorari arabo-cristiani nella Palermo normanno-sveva,” in marcello 
moscone and Giuseppe mandalà, “tra latini, greci e arabici: ricerche su scrittura e cultura 
a Palermo tra Xii e Xiii secolo,” segno e testo 7 (2009), 174–231.

42 the normans had in fact found a Greek archbishop officiating in a small church 
dedicated to st. cyriac (malaterra XlV, p. 53); this archbishop has been identified as nico-
demus, who was succeeded as early as 1083 by a french prelate, alcherius; most recently 
mario re, “la sottoscrizione del Vat.gr. 2294 (ff.68–16): il copista matteo sacerdote e la 
chiesa di s. Giorgio de balatis (Palermo 1260–61). con una nota sulla presenza greca nella 
Palermo del Duecento,” rivista di studi bizantini e Neoellenici n.s. 42 (2005), pp. 181–82.

43 for a hypothesis regarding the siting of this church outside the city: scarlata, “con-
figurazione urbana,” p. 147.

44 see below.
45 nel 1081, a new church, dedicated to saints Peter and Paul, was founded, close to 

castello a mare, by a Greek functionary, nicola, son of di leone. this was the church of 
san Pietro la Bagnara, now demolished. the dedicatory epigraph is preserved in the Gal-
leria regionale in the Palazzo abatellis: Benedetto rocco, “lapidi e cofani – serie ii,” in 
L’età normanna e sveva in sicilia, mostra storico-documentaria e bibiografica (Palazzo dei 
normanni, Palermo 1994) (Palermo, 1994), pp. 144–45. the church of saints Peter and Paul 
may have been built on the site of an earlier mosque or, like the church of the monastery 
of san salvatore (see below), alongside it. in actual fact, in the nineteenth century, during 
the demolition of the church, Di Giovanni would seem to have identified on the site the 
outlines of a mosque—even if it is not clear on what foundations—and even traces of 
baths that were “roman,” that is, with suspensurae (Di Giovanni, i, pp. 191–92).

46 Bresc, “filologia urbana,” p. 12.
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whose presence is attested in the second half of the 12th century but 
whose interests may have been promoted still earlier. finally, we do not 
know whether in this phase the christian latin elites had already begun 
to establish a presence in the area between the castrum superius and the 
cathedral.

to sum up, in the early norman period Palermo was an islamic city 
under the military and political supervision of a christian elite. however, 
one may assume that the process of transformation of the social fabric 
and of a part of the urban structures was not initiated before the transfer 
of the capital of the norman countship of sicily from messina to Palermo 
(before 1112).47 such a process must have accelerated when, in 1122, the 
whole city of Palermo came under the control of roger ii, and, above all, 
in 1130, with the coronation of roger ii as rex sicilie Ducatus apulie et 
Principatus Capue, when it became the capital of a kingdom extending 
from sicily to southern italy. 

the capital of the norman Kingdom: the sovereign’s 
interventions

in 1112, Palermo, earlier a count’s seat, was still divided between roger, 
count of sicily, and William ii, duke of Puglia; only in 1122 did this latter 
sell to the former the half of the city which by hereditary right belonged 
to him.48 however, up until his coronation in 1130, roger spent little time 
in Palermo.49 indeed, it was only from this date that the city assumed 
the complex structure of a capital: it became the residence of a court of 
which important functionaries with government offices formed a part, 
and around which gravitated both intellectuals of diverse origins and the 
military aristocracy of the regnum, the “norman barons;” it also became 
the headquarters of structured administrative offices where arabs, Greeks 
and latins of diverse origins and formations worked side by side. it is to 
roger and his successors that we owe the most far-reaching interventions, 
but a crucial contribution to the transformation of the city’s physiognomy 
was also due to the presence in Palermo of men active at court and in 
adminstrative posts. 

47 Codex Diplomaticus regni siciliae, cit. n. 36, 3, pp. 6–8, 1112.06.12.
48 Johns, arabic administration, pp. 68–9.
49 ibid., pp. 78–79.
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in the sixty-year span extending from the 1130s to the 1180s interven-
tions by the central power intensified and were concentrated in a series 
of building projects associated with the representation and legitimisation 
of the new dynasty. around 1140 the castrum superius became the sacrum 
palacium,50 a complex structure to which new elements were gradually 
added, and of which today only a part survives. in the fashioning of a new 
image of the royal power, the vast gardens, located outside the walls and 
constituting almost an extension of the palace,51 had an important role 
to play.

one can advance the hypothesis, subject to archaeological verifica-
tion, that between the 1130s and 1140s, that is, when the castrum superius 
became the sacrum palacium, a large-scale urbanistic intervention was put 
into effect, namely, the delimitation of an area corresponding to the western 
portion of the ancient city and including within it the royal palace with 
its annexes. this area, called the Galka,52 was defined by a wall running 
north-south—whose precise course has not been identified—53 that left 
the cathedral outside of the fortified perimeter. the cathedral’s position 
could at the same time have determined the extension of the Galka: the 
church would seem in point of fact to have served as a sort of hinge, an 
integral part of the fabric of the city and accessible to its population but 
in direct contact with the citadel. 

50 Codex Diplomaticus regni siciliae: the palace was associated with the term regale in 
1140, 48, pp. 133–137, and with the term sacrum from 1145, 69, pp. 201–202.

51  henri Bresc, “les jardins royaux de Palerme,” mEfrm 106 (1994/1), 239–258.
52 the dating of this area to the norman period is confirmed by documentary evidence: 

the first mention of the Galka, as far as i can make out, is in 1153 (cusa, pp. 31–33); whereas 
a document from 1137 (cusa pp. 61–67) suggests that the wall delimiting the Galka had not 
yet been built. the document mentions the street which runs from the gate named Bāb 
al-abnā’ to the gate known as Bāb al-sūdān, a link that, after the building of the wall of 
the Galka, was no longer possible, because the same street was blocked by a further gate, 
the Galke gate to which reference is made in the document cited from 1153. in 1183, the 
same street, called shāri‘, descends “from the gate that stood at the side of the church of 
san costantino” (cusa, pp. 109–110). the phase of sudden abandonment documented by 
the waste material from the wells discovered in the course of the excavations at the arch-
bishop’s Palace—which have recovered pottery from the end of the 11th and the first half 
of the 12th centuries—can be related to the restructuring of the area undertaken in order 
to define the bounds of the Galka. for the waste material see francesca spatafora, laura 
Di leonardo and emanuele canzoneri, “ceramica da mensa nella Palermo di Xi secolo: 
dalla fornace al butto,” in il bello dei butti, in press.

53 the only trace was discovered in the course of the excavations carried out by a. sali-
nas in the present-day piazza Vittoria: antonino salinas, “scoperta di antichità in Piazza 
Vittoria,” in Notizie degli scavi di antichità (1904), p. 458.
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the internal structure of the Galka can in part be reconstructed 
through documents: the roads network was that of the Qaṣr al-qadīm/
cassaro and the western stretches of the ruga marmorea, of the north 
shera—which was assuming the name of via coperta (covered way)—and 
of the south shera lay within the Galka; these streets were crossed by at 
least one road transecting them at right angles and running from north 
to south. there was also a minor roads network to which the documents 
refer. the main thoroughfares running from east to west were blocked off 
to the east, where the Galka’s boundary wall was, by gates. the sources 
thus refer to the porta Coperti or porta Galkule, next to the via coperta, 
and to the porta Galke, also called “gate on the side of st. constantine’s” 
and subsequently porta Trabocchetti,54 next to the south shera. the other 
means of access to the Galka corresponded to the old gates in the ancient 
walls: the palace area had a privileged entrance along the southern wall 
at the Bāb al-abnā’, later called, significantly enough, porta Palacii, which 
offered supervised access to the city,55 while in the north-western stretch 
of the walls one might enter by the porta rote. 

a sizeable portion of the Galka was occupied by the Palace and its 
annexes: the sala verde and the Palace of the slaves. the via coperta,56 
therefore a monumentalised route, linked the royal palace and the  
cathedral. inside the Galka there was a remarkable concentration of reli-
gious buildings57 and scattered across it were the houses of a part of the 
christian elites, of the functionaries attached to the palace and of the  
canons of the cappella Palatina. the few documents from the norman 
period relating to property located in the area record hospitia despotiria,58 
that is, belonging to the royal demesne, houses of the chancel of the  

54 cusa, pp. 109–110. asP, spezzoni Notarili, 229n 1343 notary Philippus de Biffardo, c. 8v.: 
sale of a domus located in quarterio Chalke near to the Trabucketti gate and leaning against 
the walls of the aforesaid quarter.

55 ibn Jubayr “We set out on the road to Palermo. But when we were just about to enter, 
they prohibited us from doing so and conducted us to a gate adjoining the castle of the 
frankish king, may god liberate the muslims from his domination. We were led first of all 
to his mustaḥlaf (commissioner) so that he might interrogate us as to the purpose of our 
journey, as is the custom here with all wayfarers” (bas it., 1: 155–156).

56 as regards the palace, see Di liberto in the present volume.
57 on the south frontage of the Via marmorea the churches of santa Barbara, santa 

maria la Pinta and san Giovanni were built, while further south there were the churches 
of san costantino (cusa, pp. 109–110, 1183) and of santa maria dell’itria. in the area lying 
between the via marmorea and the north walls the churches of santa maddalena, san 
Paolo, san Giacomo la mazara, san Bartolomeo de coperto, santa Barbara, santa trinità, 
and san nicola dei poveri (cusa, pp. 92–93, 1236) were built.

58 cusa, pp. 74–75, 1166.
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cappella Palatina,59 and in addition they mention, among the property-
owners, the milites castri avenel of Petralia, William of Paleocastro,  
ansaldus magister of the Castrum superius Panormi, and his equerry 
Gerardo. in the covered way stood the house of atenulf camerarius.60  
a passage in the Pseudo-falcandus, the author of a chronicle which 
describes events in the Kingdom from the death of roger ii to the death 
of William ii, allows us to discern the relative homogeneity of the group 
installed in the Galka and the relationships of solidarity that bound them 
together when, in regard to the conspiracy of matthew Bonellus against 
William i (1161), he asserts that the greater part of the inhabitants in the 
area around the covered way and the upper part of the via marmorea “had 
together sworn a pact.”61 

the historiography does not agree either about the chronology or 
about the function of the Galka, nor is there a consensus regarding the 
etymology of the name. scholars have long identified it with the original 
nucleus of the city, the paleapolis mentioned in the ancient sources, and 
have acknowledged the sala verde and the covered way to be derived from 
structures dating back to roman times.62 more recently, however, the case 
has been made for a date in the norman period,63 and one confirmed by 
the silence of the islamic sources: the Galka is indeed missing from the 

59 Garofalo, Tabularium regiae ac imperialis Cappellae Collegiatae divi Petri in regio 
Panormitano Palatio (Palermo, 1835), X, p. 24, 1167.

60 falcando, c. 17, p. 49.
61  falcando, c. 51, p. 156.
62 Di Giovanni, i pp. 371–437, Gaetano columba “note di topografia medievale palermi-

tana,” in archivio storico siciliano, n.s. XXXV (1910), 420–26. the term has at the same time 
been interpreted as deriving from the arabic ḥalqa (‘circle’) or ghalqa (‘enclosed place’), 
see caracausi “arabismi” pp. 235–37, but recently m. scarlata, (scarlata, “una chalke”) 
though prudently and without altogether abandoning the above hypothesis, has argued 
that the name Galka or calka derived from the Greek chalkè (literally, bronze), a term 
used to designate the monumental vestibule of the imperial palace of constantinople in 
the reconstruction proposed by c. mango for the Justinian phase. the author has an open 
mind as to whether the Galka should be attributed to the Byzantine period, but nor does 
she wholly rule out the possibility that a norman layout was involved; to sum up, she, 
like Di Giovanni, sees the Galka as the monumental heart of the ancient city, containing 
buildings (the sala Verde, the covered way) that had survived up until the norman period. 
We can, however, rule out the possibility that the covered way—of which there are many 
traces in the sources but up until now no actual remains, and we also lack a description 
enabling us to grasp what structure it had—was the continuation of an ancient colon-
naded street. for the latter hypothesis cannot be sustained once a comparison is made 
with examples of roman and Byzantine colonnaded streets, and with their distribution 
across the mediterranean. on colonnaded streets, see Giorgio Bejor, Vie colonnate. Pae-
saggi urbani del mondo antico, rivista di archeologia. supplementi 22 (rome, 1999).

63 Bresc, “spazio e potere,” p. 12; D’angelo, “il cassaro;” Zorić, “arx preclara”, p. 90.
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map in the Kitāb Gharā’ib, even though it appears to record all the macro-
scopic elements in the urban landscape such as walls and gates.

for this intervention on an urban scale which appreciably modified a 
broad sector of the city, the normans, in henri Bresc’s opinion, must have 
revived a model already present in Palermo itself, namely, the Khāliṣa, 
the palatine city of the Kalbid emirs. like the latter, the Galka would 
have been a royal city “without a market, and rich in symbolic elements, 
churches and palaces.”64 if the documentary data confirm this hypothesis, 
they do nevertheless not allow us to extend to the whole of the Galka the 
value possessed by royal palaces and palatine cities in the islamic world 
of being structures representing the sovereign power. the Galka was thus 
employed as a topographic reference, but is missing from the descriptions 
of the city, unless one chooses to discern a mention of it in the new ḥiṣn 
that roger had built and to which al-idrīsī refers. furthermore, the name, 
very probably derived from the arabic term ghalqa (‘enclosed place’)—
the use of which to designate a fortified place is attested in sicily by the 
toponym ‘contrada Galcat elmurabat’ near carini (Pa)—65 also refers to 
a structure in which the functional aspect prevails over the symbolic.66 
taken as a whole, the Galka remains an open problem whose solution we 
must entrust to archaeological research.

The City

aside from the Galka, the zone of the city affected most directly, or per-
haps in a manner more visible to us, by the transformations linked to 
the new condition of the capital is the Qaṣr al-qadīm/cassaro. here the 
inhabited area, insofar as the documents allow us to see it, reflect in part 
the composite structure of the norman court. it was in the cassaro that 
the great functionaries, the members of the Greek and latin clergy and  
of the military aristocracy would establish their own city residences, and it 
was likewise in the cassaro that the ecclesiastical foundations promoted 
by the sovereigns or by prominent figures at court were concentrated.67 
yet the representatives of the principal arabo-muslim lineages linked 

64 Bresc, “spazio e potere,” p. 12.
65 asP, Tabulario della magione 12, Palermo 1202 april; mandalà “una famiglia,” p. 230.
66 structures representing power and imbued with a strong symbolic value had names 

such as al-Khāliṣa, that is, “the chosen” or “the pure,” and the Zisa, that is, “the splendid.”
67 Bresc in the present volume.
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to the norman court,68 the great merchants, and broad swathes of the  
general muslim population continued to live there, at any rate up until 
the 1160s. however, i will first of all attempt to view the city as a whole, 
starting with the geographers and the narrative sources, and placing a  
particular emphasis upon the changes that were under way, before going 
on to consider the different quarters into which it was divided. 

first and foremost, it is worth emphasising the fact that in a span of 
fifty years, extending from the end of roger ii’s reign to the very begin-
ning of the swabian period, there are clustered three descriptions and one 
iconographic representation of Palermo, albeit in the context of works of 
a wider scope: the Kitāb nuzhat al-mushtaq fī ikhtirāq al-afāq (The enter-
tainment of one who delights in his peregrination through the world) of 
al-idrīsī,69 ibn Jubayr’s account of his journey, that is, riḥla,70 the Epis-
tola ad Petrum Panormitane Ecclesie Thesaurarium de calamitate sicilie 
(Letter to Peter the Treasurer of the Palermitan church on the calamity of 
sicily)71 and the Liber ad honorem augusti of Peter of eboli.72 to these 
one should add the evocation of urban milieux in the Zahr (The flower) of 
ibn Qalāqis.73 this high concentration of sources is evidence in itself, and 
testifies to a particular season in the life of the city, if one reflects upon 
the fact that one has to wait over two and a half centuries before it again 
became possible to read, in the pages of Pietro ranzano, a description of 
Palermo. in the second half of the 12th century Palermo seems to have 
generated descriptions exalting the refined urban dimension which the 
court engendered and the city embodied.

moreover, beneath the two different languages, arabic and latin, 
beneath the rhetorical apparatus and the topoi of two different literary 
cultures, one may recognise in the sources some common elements which 
seem in fact to characterise the landscape of the city. the city of al-idrīsī, 
a place “that seduces,” or the city of ibn Jubayr, which “rises up before you 

68 on this presence see nef, Conquérir et gouverner, pp. 324–28. according to nef, one 
can assume a more prominent presence of these personages at court than one might at 
first suppose.

69 bas it., 1: 31–133.
70 bas it., 1: 137–180.
71  salvatore tramontana, Lettera a un tesoriere di Palermo sulla conquista sveva di sicilia 

(Palermo, 1988).
72 Petrus de Ebulo. Liber ad honorem augusti sive de rebus siculis. Eine bilderchronik der 

stauferzeit aus der burgerbibliothek bern, eds. theo Kölzer and marlis stähli (sigmaringen, 
1994).

73 adalgisa De simone, splendori e misteri di sicilia in un’opera di ibn Qalaqis (soveria 
manelli, 1996).
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in the guise of a temptress,” or the “most famous” and “glorious” city of 
the Epistola ad Petrum, has a fortified nucleus that is clearly marked out 
and that corresponds to the Qaṣr al-Qadīm/cassaro, where, in addition to 
the royal palace there are prestigious dwellings, tall and resembling qaṣr-s 
(“palaces”). it is also a mercantile city with linear markets strung out along 
the major axes, and finally, it is characterised by an interpenetration of 
the built environment and gardens. in summary, it is still the madīnat 
Ṣiqilliyya, sicily’s quintessential city, whose refined urban culture can be 
traced back to the islamic capitals. it was a landscape familiar to al-idrīsī 
and ibn Jubayr, but to the author of the Epistola ad Petrum it seemed 
exotic. yet since the texts are distributed in an arc across the second half 
of the 12th century and since they also allow us to discern a chronological 
development, it is appropriate to analyse them individually, reconciling 
them with the Liber de regno sicilie of the Pseudo-falcandus. 

if one sets to one side the part devoted to the royal palace with its chapel, 
and the mention of the jāmi‘ mosque later turned into a cathedral, the 
words that al-idrīsī, roger ii’s geographer, employs serve only to describe 
an islamic city,74 and indeed follow specific topoi recurrent in the geo-
graphical literature in the arabic language.75 at the same time he furnishes 
precise information: he tells us how the fatimid citadel came to be incorpo-
rated into the fabric of the city, he confirms that there was a hierarchy of 
quarters, identifying in the cassaro the most built-up urban area and the 
one that is most monumental in character, he confirms the presence of 
the markets and emphasises the porous nature of the settlement outside 

74 the cassaro “embraces three quarters the middle one of which bristles with towering 
palaces and lofty and noble buildings—mosques, funduqs, baths and shops of great mer-
chants. nor do the other two quarters lack tall palaces, sumptuous buildings, funduqs and 
baths in great numbers. in this same cassaro is to be found the jāmi‘ mosque, which once 
was a christian church and today has returned [to the worship] the ancients devoted to 
it . . .” . . . “strictly speaking, the township is another city which surrounds the ancient one 
on all sides. then the second old city which is called al-halisah where the sultan stayed 
with his optimates at the time in which the muslims held sway, and there was the Bab al-
bahr (gate of the sea) and the arsenal used for [ship-]building . . . the township surround-
ing the old cassaro . . . covers a large area of ground. it is full of funduqs, houses, baths, 
shops and markets, and defended by wall, ditch and rampart. Within this township there 
are many gardens; beautiful town-houses and canals of sweet running water, brought in 
to the city from the mountains ringing its plain” (bas it., 1: 60).

75 on city descriptions: Paolo cuneo, storia dell’urbanistica. il mondo islamico (Bari, 
1986), pp. 9–14. as regards al-idrīsī’s method, see henri Bresc and annliese nef, “Présenta-
tion,” in idrīsī, La première géographie de l’occident (Paris, 1999), and in particular, on his 
description of sicily and Palermo, p. 43.
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the cassaro, where the gardens, irrigated by ditches, are an integral part of 
the landscape. he does not refer to the population, or to its distribution. 

By contrast, the Pseudo-falcando does speak indirectly of the popula-
tion. this same writer recounts the first massacre of the muslims following 
matthew Bonellus’ revolt in 1161: the latin knights having sallied forth from 
castello a mare killed the court eunuchs, the muslims selling goods in 
their shops, those who collected taxes in the dīwān and likewise those 
whom they encountered in the street. realising that resistance was futile, 
the muslims then abandoned their houses, for the most part in the centre 
of the city, and took refuge in the quarter to the north of the river rota/
Papireto.76 the Pseudo-falcando for his part traced the profile of a city 
in which the markets, but also some of the financial offices, were in the 
hands of muslims. these latter also lived in the ancient city, alongside the 
christian elites, and the massacre of 1161 seems to have precipitated, or 
perhaps accelerated, the muslim population’s abandonment of the cas-
saro and a process whereby settlements of homogeneous groups were 
constituted.77

such modifications in the distribution of the population are confirmed 
by ibn Jubayr, who, in 1184, describes a set-up altogether changed from 
that attested by al-idrīsī. Palermo here is a city occupied by a strong politi-
cal authority, exercising a capillary form of control, such that all foreigners 
are conducted to the palace and interrogated by the mustaḥlaf regarding 
the purpose of their journey. yet it is also a city that betrays its recent 
passage from the dār al-islām to a new political dispensation. it is hyper-
bolically likened to cordoba “for the architecture in dressed stone” and for 
the presence there of an ancient city “right in the middle of the new one.” 
it is the capital of a state ruled by a “polytheist” sovereign who reads and 
writes arabic and “places great trust in muslims.” it is inhabited by chris-
tians who speak arabic, whose women dress like the muslim women, and 
by sunni muslims who “keep most of their mosques in a good state of 
repair; say prayers when the mu’adhdhin calls; have their own townships 
where they live without mingling with the christians; run the markets 
and they [alone] trade in them. But they do not have assemblies [of the 
people, on fridays] because the khuṭba is denied them. the khuṭba is only 
permitted at the annual festivals and then the invocation is addressed 
to the abbasid [caliph]. they have a cadì who settles disputes between 

76 falcando c. 19, pp. 56–7.
77 sale of a house in the cassaro by muslims (cusa, pp. 101–106, 1161).
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them and a jāmi‘ for the festivals . . . they have countless mosques.” there 
are few topographical references, though mention is made of the palaces 
of the cassaro, which “seem like fortresses surrounded by strong walls,” 
and of the church of santa maria, founded by George of antioch, which 
is described in glowing terms. then, plainly moving on from the cassaro 
to the north quarter where the muslims had taken refuge, ibn Jubayr says 
that the city is divided by a limpid river (which we can identify as the 
rota/Papireto) fed by four springs.78 

the Epistola ad Petrum, written after the death of William ii (1189), 
describes the sicilian population as consisting of “christians” and “sara-
cens,” and attributes the downfall of the regnum to the conflict between 
the two groups. this letter reverts to some topographic details similar to 
those in al-idrīsī’s description, and at the same time projects on to the 
topographical evidence the ideal image of a tripartite city. moreover, with 
a clearly ideological intention, its description of the cassaro confirms the 
composite make-up of the urban population: christian and muslim elites 
help to fashion the image of the city. thus, the south shera is defined by the 
house of sedictus sarracenus, an edifice so worthy of note as to be recalled 
along with that of the count of marsico and with the church of George of 
antioch.79 furthermore, at the north-eastern extremity of the via mar-
morea, “reserved for traders,” the letter locates an area which still seems 
to be associated with the muslim element, namely, the palatium arabum, 
and the forum saracenorum,80 probably corresponding to the space which 
the map from the Kitāb Gharā’ib al-funūn calls khulā’ “an open space.”81 
the letter also adds a new element: a mercantile area located in the space 
between the old city and the port, where the amalfitan merchants have a 
street, the vicus amalfitanorum. 

finally, the famous miniature from the Liber ad honorem augusti82 
(see fig. 10.2), which represents the city in mourning after the death of  
William ii, confirms the image of Palermo as a city with a population that 
was composite and a physical aggregation of homogeneous groups. the 
city is seen to be divided into four main areas—cassarum, alza, scerar-
chadium, ideisini—each identified by name and evoked by means of a 

78 bas it., 1: 155–163.
79 the first was one of the most important barons in the kingdom; the second had been 

roger ii’s principal adviser for almost three decades.
80 tramontana, Lettera p. 138. 
81  Kitāb Gharā’ib, p. 445, n. 116. Pezzini, “madīnat Ṣiqilliyya.” for the positing of a diffe-

rent location: scarlata, “configurazione,” p. 170, D’angelo, “il cassaro.” 
82 Berne Burgerbibliothek, m.s. 120, c. 98.
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population associated with its characteristic mode of dress. in the scer-
archadium and in the ideisini we encounter representations of muslims 
and Jews, whereas in the cassarum and in the alza we see a mixed but 
predominantly christian (that is, Greek and latin) population. 

the documentary sources, together with a small amount of archaeo-
logical evidence, enhance this picture, allowing us to observe the fabric 
of the city more closely, in particular some areas of the cassaro but only a 
few zones of the vast inhabited area within the second circuit of walls, the 
formation of which was due to the urban expansion of the islamic period. 
nonetheless, since the city’s visibility in the norman period is bound up 
with a documentation produced by the central power and by the religious 
foundations, we may assume that the zones left in shadow were those 
occupied by what remained of the islamic city. let us attempt to look at 
this question in more detail. 

The Qaṣr al-qadīm/Cassaro

in the Qaṣr al-qadīm/cassaro, as we have already noted, the main street 
system seems not to have been altered overmuch, and in actual fact has 
retained the partly preserved ancient network up until our own day,83 just 
as the arabic toponyms of the roads crossing the ruga marmorea at right 
angles, and of a segment of the south shera (shera Buali, from abū ‘alī), 
survived well into the 14th century. 

the mosques, of which documentary traces endure only in this area 
of the city, likewise did not disappear; indeed, some of them could still 
be recognised as late as the 14th century, when they formed part of the 
patrimony of the royal curia.84 in 1175 the syrian pilgrim al-harawī sought 
treatment in the hospital attached to the mosque beside the ‘ayn al-shifā 
(“spring of health”), tended by abū l-Qāsim, the head, according to  
ibn Jubayr, of the muslims on the island.85 for this mosque, which was 
adjacent to his own house, the notary Bartolomeo nini would in 1312 pay 
a rent to the curia.86 the mosque and the hospital were close to the pala-
tium arabum and to the forum saracenorum evoked by the Letter to Peter. 

83 see above note 6.
84 in the list of the Censualia ad manus curie revocata of 1312 we find 3 miside: Di Gio-

vanni ii, pp. 94–96.
85 D’angelo, “la Palermo araba,” p. 162, Johns, arabic administration, p. 241.
86 Di Giovanni, ii, p. 95; in 1309 the father of Bartolomeo nini, simone, had a house 

near to the Dark gate, that is, the Bāb al-shifā’ (asP, miscellanea archivistica ii, notary 
Bartolomeo de citella, 127B, c. 139v, 10.01.1309).
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the mention of al-harawī and above all the reference to abū l-Qāsim 
lead one to hypothesise that at least up until the third quarter of the  
12th century this area of the cassaro, lying between the Bāb al-shifā’ and 
the Bāb al-baḥr, accommodated structures, perhaps belonging to the curia 
but bound up with the social organisation of the muslim community. the 
possibility that all mosques had not been turned into churches, as ibn 
Ḥamdīs laments,87 but in some cases were flanked by churches, is attested 
by an example: the church of the monastery of san salvatore was built, 
in actual fact, alongside a mosque. this latter turns out to have been 
in a derelict state in 1197, when the muslim population of the cassaro 
must have been appreciably reduced.88 moreover, the sources also docu-
ment the reconfiguration into churches of private mosques attached to 
houses belonging to members of the muslim elites who had converted to  
christianity. thus ibn Jubayr tells of a muslim jurist who converted and 
“turned a mosque which he owned, and which stood opposite his own 
house, into a church.”89 the same transformation was presumably under-
gone by the mosques attached to residences which had become the prop-
erty of christians.

it is highly probable that prestigious dwellings belonging to the mus-
lim elites had been acquired by the royal demesne and assigned to court 
functionaries.90 yet we also have evidence suggesting that the newcomers  
obtained sizeable properties created through the amalgamation of a 
number of small plots of inhabited land.91 it is also possible to discern a 
tendency towards the formation of homogeneous neighbourhood groups. 
henri Bresc thus notes that the houses and properties of the “mozarabs” 
tended to be clustered in the vicinity of the Galka;92 whereas in 1159, near 
to the archbishop’s palace, there could be found, adjoining one another, 
the houses and properties of subjects who had norman names or who 

87 “What? have they not branded sicily with ignominy? have not these christian hands 
turned its mosques into churches, where the friars brawl as much as they have a mind to, 
and set the bells chattering morning and night?”, bas it., 2: 315.

88 Paolo De luca, Documenta pactensia. 2.1. L’età sveva e angiona, monumenta ecclesiae 
siculae i/2.1 (messina, 2005), n. 2, pp. 10–13.

89 bas it., 1: 175–6.
90 on the existence of properties from the royal demesne assigned to norman  

functionaries see scarlata, “lo spazio del potere,” p. 316; Vera von falkenhausen, “i funzionari 
greci nel regno normanno,”, in bizantino-sicula V, pp. 198–99.

91  cusa, pp. 71–73, 1146.
92 Bresc, “arabi per lingua, greci,” pp. 268–69.
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might be traced back to the norman aristocracy, but also those of an 
important family of “mozarabs,” the indulzi.93

moreover, in this phase there seems already to have been a tendency—
which one would also encounter in succeeding centuries—for the elites 
to settle against the walls, above all in close proximity to the gates and 
therefore in zones of crucial importance for controlling the city. in the 
easternmost part of the cassaro, between the porta iudaica and the Bebil-
bakal gate, stood the houses of George of antioch, that of the emir euge-
nius, that of maio of Bari (later passing to silvester, count of marsico), 
and that of adelaide of Golisano (subsequently belonging to Geoffrey 
martorana).94 to these latter were attached the chapels of santa maria, 
santo stefano, and san cataldo respectively. along the north shera stood 
the house of maio of Bari.95

The burgus

outside the walls of the cassaro, along the beds of the two rivers, there 
unwound a long ribbon of gardens, and beyond the rivers, within the  
second ring of walls, the inhabited area had probably in the main retained 
the layout of the late islamic period with localised changes which the 
sources allow us to follow only in part. 

a type of intervention registered in the sources is the foundation  
of christian religious buildings. initially these were to be found in close 
proximity to castello a mare and behind those gates of the cassaro 
which were closer to the palace or to the cathedral. they were therefore 
located where the christian population was most densely concentrated, 
and where it was perhaps possible to find a degree of protection should 
the need arise. however, so far as the buildings close to the gates of the 
cassaro are concerned, we cannot rule out the possibility that the choice 
of the site of the new foundations was determined in part by an earlier 
christian presence or by the memory of ancient devotional practices. to 
the south, immediately outside the Palace gate and therefore in relation-
ship with it, and in the area that assumed the name of Kemonia, where 
scholarly tradition places the Gregorian monasteries of san Giorgio and 

93 Codex Diplomaticus regni siciliae, series i, tomus iii, Guillelmi i. regis Diplomata, 
ed. horst enzensberger (cologne-Weimar-Vienna, 1996), 25, pp. 69–70 (Palermo, January 
1159).

94 scarlata “lo spazio del potere,” pp. 319–35.
95 tramontana, Lettera a Pietro, p. 138.
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sant’ermete,96 there stood the new foundations associated with the  
palace, namely, the Greek churches of sant’andrea and of san Giorgio, 
furnished with cemeteries for the inhabitants of the palace, and the latin 
monastery of san Giovanni in Kemonia founded by roger ii.97 at the time 
of William ii, to the north of the cassaro, outside of sant’agata gate—
a toponym attested in the islamic period that refers to palaeochristian 
worship—and along the street that descended towards the river ruta/
Papireto, matthew of ajello, vicecancellarius of the regnum, had founded 
the ognissanti hospital. this hospital was near to a public bath probably 
to be identified with an earlier structure, the Ḥammām ‘imrān marked in 
the map of the Kitāb Gharā’ib al-funūn.98 another hospital, founded by 
archbishop Walter, stood on its own in the southern district, beside Porta 
di termini, and close to this latter, around 1190, matthew of ajello had the 
cistercian monastery of the holy trinity built.99

once again in a zone that could be closely supervised from a military 
point of view, that is, an area close to castello a mare, and between this 
latter, the arsenal and st George gate—perhaps to be identified with the 
chatzerinel gate or with Bāb al-Ḥajjārīn, one of the gates that the Kitāb 
Gharā’ib attributes to the Ḥārat al-Ṣaqāliba—100 the sources allow us to 
identify some churches dating back to the norman period. in addition to 
san Pietro la Bagnara, there is the church of santa Barbara and that of 
san Giacomo.

an ancient cluster of churches following the Greek rite was, however, 
located outside Bāb al-sūdān, in the area lying between this latter and 
Porta iudaica, near to the synagogue and the Jews’ slaughterhouse.101 here 
there is record of a noteworthy concentration of sacred buildings which 
the documents of the second half of the 12th century bring to light.102 the 

96 rosamaria Bonacasa carra, “Palermo paleocristiana e bizantina,” in storia di Palermo 
ii, pp. 39–41.

97 Codex Diplomaticus, cit. n. 36, 48, pp. 133–137, 1140.04.28; 76, pp. 217–223, 1148, July.
98 Kitāb Gharā’ib, p. 444, n. 94. identified by Johns as the baths outside the Bāb 

al-shifā’.
99 on matteo d’aiello and his foundations: mandalà, “una famiglia,” pp. 204–211.

100 Kitāb Gharā’ib, p. 443 ns. 85 and 90. they could perhaps be identified with san 
Giorgio gate and carini gate.

101 for further information on this synagogue and its annexes, see mandalà in the 
present volume.

102 in this area places of worship would seem to have been built on top of pre-existing 
palaeochristian hypogea mentioned in learned sources (Di Giovanni ii, pp. 146–154). as 
regards the hypogea beneath san michele arcangelo, see massimo Denaro and emma 
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confirmed presence of palaeochristian places of worship and the density 
of consecrated sites would seem to indicate that some of these buildings  
had known uninterrupted worship during the islamic period. this hypoth-
esis is borne out by the presence in the area of properties belonging to 
arabic-speaking christians following the Greek rite.103 in addition to the 
church of santa maria della Grotta with the monastery attached, there 
was the church of san michele (before 1149), the church of the forty 
martyrs (before 1192),104 the caves of santa Parasceve and san Pancrazio, 
and the churches of san leonardo de indulcis and of san nicola de cufra 
(before 1259).105 

so far as the vast inhabited zone extending to the south of the cassaro 
is concerned, that is to say, the idiesin depicted in the miniature from 
the Liber ad honorem augusti (see fig. 10.2), we have no information.106 
the only visible elements are the houses of the great court eunuchs, who 
were arabo-muslim in origin, and who had converted to christianity, very  
powerful functionaries whose fortunes were very closely bound up with 
the sovereign’s favour.107 these dwellings, located in Kemonia, near to the 
palace gate, seemed to constitute a homogeneous cluster that would have 
been characterised by the high quality of the architectonic structures and 
probably by a certain extension. on the other hand, we cannot rule out 
the possibility that the eunuchs’ residences served as a hinge between the 
palace and the zone inhabited by muslims, which extended to the south 
and whose existence is attested by the sale of a house.108 

Vitale, “il restauro del complesso di san michele arcangelo a Palermo: i saggi archeologici,” 
in Gian Pietro Brogiolo, ed., ii Congresso nazionale di archeologia medievale (brescia 28 
settembre–1 ottobre 2000) (florence, 2000), pp. 366–71.

103 as probably iohannes maimun is (cusa, pp. 672–673, 1192).
104 cusa, pp. 672–673, 1192.
105 cusa, p. 681, 1259.
106 this is an area which would subsequently lie within the albergheria.
107 on the eunuchs: nef, Conquérir et gouverner, pp. 334–44. the gaito (qā’id) martin 

(Johns, arabic administration, pp. 218–22) had a house in the Kemonia, which in 1171 
belonged to the royal demesne since it was donated to the archbishop of monreale: carlo 
alberto Garufi, Catalogo illustrato del tabulario di s. maria Nuova in monreale, Documenti 
per servire alla storia di sicilia, ser.i, t.19 (Palermo, 1902), n. 15, pp. 10–11. the gaito Peter 
(Johns, arabic administration, pp. 222–28) had built a new palace in Kemonia which was 
mentioned when in 1166 he fled Palermo (falcando, c. 36, p. 99). the gaito richard (Johns, 
arabic administration, pp. 228–234), in 1187, that is, at the end of his career as a high court 
functionary, purchased from the archbishop and from the cathedral chapter in Palermo 
an abandoned plot of land in the Kemonia (Garufi, Documenti inediti, pp. 214–16). the 
gaito John, a eunuch, rented from sant’andrea di Bebebne 2 plots of land near to the Bāb 
al-abnā’ /Palace gate in order to build a stable there (cusa, p. 83, 1187).

108 cusa, p. 499, 1196. houses of muslims in a state of ruin.
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to the north of the ideisin, the Khāliṣa would seem to have been wholly 
absorbed into the inhabited zone, and it would be interesting to ascertain 
whether there had been a great deal of despoliation of the structures of 
the Kalbid palace, the perimeter walls and the gates.

the large quarter extending to the north of the Papireto, where the 
muslims had taken refuge after 1161, is designated in the documents from 
the second half of the 12th century by the name of “seralqadi,”109 which 
probably referred to the long axial road corresponding to the present-day 
via sant’agostino/via Bandiera. the name “street of the qāḍī” should be 
correlated with the concentration of the muslim population in the quar-
ter, which seemed to intensify after 1161. We do not know if the toponym 
referred to a particular qāḍī, and if so, which. We cannot, however, rule 
it out, since a good three generations of qādī-s, all belonging to the same 
family, the Banu rajā, succeeded one another between 1123 and 1161, and 
the toponym could have some relationship with these latter.110 

finally, the productive activities and the structures associated with the 
life of the city, such as the mills, installed in the islamic period on the 
banks of the Papireto/ruta and confiscated, after the conquest, and incor-
porated into the royal demesne, were strung along the rivers. in particu-
lar, important market structures and artisanal complexes were located in 
the sector to the east of the courses of the two rivers, between the porta 
iudaica to the south and the gate called Bāb al-shifā’ to the north and as 
far as the port area. By means of Bebilbacal gate the “noble [part] of the 
market” during the islamic period, namely, the raḥaba and the spice mar-
ket (corresponding to the present-day lattarini)—where funduq-s and 
shops were concentrated111 and where, at any rate in the first half of the 
12th century, muslim merchants continued to operate—112 was connected 
to the cassaro. this area was probably also connected to the merchant 
zone located between the cassaro’s Bāb al-baḥr (sea gate) and the port, 
an extension of the long commercial axis of the via marmorea. this zone 
was generally considered to have arisen through the gradual filling-in  

109 the term features for the first time, so far as i am able to judge, in a series of docu-
ments relating to the church of san marco, preserved in the form of copies of a later 
date and of doubtful authenticity, published in Garufi, Documenti inediti, XViii, pp. 44–45 
(1144), XXXiX, pp. 91–93 (1165), lX, p. 149 (1172), lXXXVi, p. 209 (1186).

110 Johns, arabic administration pp. 88–90; nef, Conquérir et gouverner, pp. 322–323.
111  here at the end of the 12th century Giovanni di melfi, porterius of the castello a 

mare in Palermo acquired a house with ergasterion (cusa, pp. 85–86, 1191) and a funduq 
which in its turn adjoined another funduq (cusa, pp. 87–88, 1196).

112 a muslim spiceseller sells his house in the cassaro (cusa, pp. 61–67, 1137–1138).
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of the ancient port, silted up by fluvial detritus. in reality, its shape can 
only be explained by hypothesising one or several filling-in and drainage 
operations, as well as the canalisation of the two rivers which crossed 
it. since the final stretches of the two canalised rivers flanked the royal  
arsenal, it is highly probable that the drainage operation, or perhaps the 
most ambitious of such operations, occurred in the context of, and so as to 
realise, the construction of the new arsenal. an intervention on this scale 
could only have been promoted by a strong central power and, conse-
quently, it may be dated either to the late Kalbid period or to the norman  
period following the transfer of the court from messina to Palermo.113 
Drinking water was brought into the zone through a pipe which flowed 
into the fountain of the Garraffo, from the arabic gharrāf (“what has a 
great deal of water, a canal”).114 the warehouses of the curia linked to the 
customs house must have stood behind the arsenal. in this part of the city 
there was the street of the amalfitans, who were probably already present 
at the end of the 10th century, together with the church of sant’andrea  
and perhaps also the original core of the Pisan and Genoese merchant 
colonies.115 on the outermost edge of the drained area, nearly up to the 
port, there stood the important church of san Giacomo (attested as early 
as 1143), with the plain in front of it licked by the final canalised stretch of 

113 the royal arsenal that features in the documents from the medieval period is proba-
bly the one in use in the norman period to which ibn Jubayr refers (bas it., 1: 150). al-idrīsī 
evokes a Palermo that had been the “headquarters of the government from an early period 
and from the first days of islam; it was from there that the fleets and the armies engaged in 
military expeditions, and it was there that they returned, as they still do today” (idrîsî, La 
première géographie, p. 307). then with regard to the Khāliṣa he says that the Bāb al-baḥr 
and the arsenal had been there (bas it., 1: 60), using the past tense. one could therefore 
hypothesise a shifting of the arsenal from the Khāliṣa to the new site at the centre of the 
river port, delimited by the canalisation of the final reaches of the Papireto and Kemonia 
rivers. it is not easy to grasp exactly when such a move could have taken place, though 
an excavation carried out at piazza marina, where a venerable historiographical tradi-
tion places the arsenal of the Khāliṣa, has drawn attention to a phase of abandonment of 
structures associated with the establishment of the port dateable to the end of the 10th 
century: francesca spatafora and carla aleo nero in settime Giornate internazionali di 
studi sull’area elima e la sicilia occidentale nel contesto mediterraneo (Erice 12–15 ottobre 
2009) in press.

114 caracausi, “arabismi,” pp. 327–328.
115 relations between Pisan merchants and the norman kingdom were regulated by the 

treaty of 1169: adolf schaube, storia del commercio dei popoli latini del mediterraneo sino 
alla fine delle crociate (turin, 1915), p. 556. regarding the Genoese presence in Palermo in 
the norman period see David abulafia, Le due italie: relazioni economiche tra il regno nor-
manno di sicilia e i comuni settentrionali (naples, 1991), pp. 162–63, 178, 259, 315, 346.
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the Papireto.116 the discovery of a ḥammām on the site of the sacristy may 
indicate that the church had been superimposed upon or built alongside 
a pre-existing mosque, or else that, as abulafia hypothesises, it was a part 
of an early settlement of Genoese merchants.117 

also around the course of the rivers but a little further upstream, we 
may locate the industrial quarters for which there is evidence from this 
period. near to the bed of the Kemonia stood the potteries attested both 
by the toponym fachaer and by the discovery of a kiln (teatro santa ceci-
lia) and of discharge from kilns (via lungarini).118 these discoveries, dated 
to the norman period, attest the vitality of a form of production that was 
islamic in tradition, probably entrusted to muslim artisans and supply-
ing local and inter-regional markets. there is only scant evidence for the 
tanning of hides,119 even though in this case too we are concerned with a 
form of production for an extensive market, as exports by Genoese mer-
chants at the end of the 12th century testify.120 We presume that the tan-
nery was located on the lower reaches of the Papireto, since that is where 
it stood at the end of the 13th century.121 

Private Housing

housing in norman Palermo must have presented a far from uniform 
prospect. the old city was characterised by prestigious dwellings which 
were in part the legacy of the islamic past, perhaps to be identified with 
the houses of the great muslim merchants who held sway over the city 

116 in 1309 a vacant plot bordering the planum of san Giacomo flumine mediante was 
leased (Garofalo, Tabularium, p. 95).

117 merchant headquarters required a church, a bath, a funduq and an oven. in actual 
fact, in the 14th century, close to san Giacomo, there stood a palacium Genoensium. see 
the contract notarised on 1.01.1195 in the church of san Giacomo on behalf of members of 
Genoese community (abulafia, Le due italie, p. 286).

118 D’angelo “il quartiere dell’albergheria,” “il quartiere dell’albergheria nei secoli Xiii 
e XiV,” Per salvare Palermo, 31 (settembre–dicembre 2011), pp. 14–18; franco D’angelo, “lo 
scarico di fornaci di ceramiche della fine dell’Xi secolo-inizi del Xii nel Palazzo lungarini 
di Palermo,” archeologia medievale XXXii (2005), 389–400; francesca spatafora, laura Di 
leonardo, and emanuele canzoneri, “ceramica da mensa,” in press.

119 a contract attests the presence of two muslim tanners, probably entrepreneurs, who 
in 1161 sold their house in the cassaro (cusa, pp. 101–106).

120 Genoese exported cotton (1192), leather and hides from Palermo (schaube, storia 
del commercio, pp. 562–63).

121  franco D’angelo, “concia e conciatori nella Palermo del Duecento,” schede medie-
vali 17 (1989), 111–26.
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in the late islamic period.122 amato di montecassino refers to this housing 
when he speaks of the very large and tall palaces of the “saracens,” in  
contrast to which the church of santa maria seemed an “oven.”123 the same 
elements feature in al-idrisī’s description: the central street of Palermo  
“bristles with towering palaces and lofty and noble dwellings . . . nor do 
the two remaining quarters lack tall palaces and sumptuous edifices;”124 
“travellers praise them to the skies, indeed they actually say there are no 
more wonderful buildings in the world than those of Palermo, nor are 
there any more distinguished settings than its places of delight. and that 
its palaces are the most noble, its houses the most pleasing that a man 
can set eyes upon.”125 the same elements of the landscape reappear, and 
the same admiration transpires, in the words of ibn Jubayr: “in this old 
cassaro there are palaces that seem to be well-walled castles, from which 
manzara (balconies) soar, and dazzle the eyes with their beauty.”126

We may presume that within the regular blocks traceable back to the 
layout of the ancient period and positioned along the shera, hugging the 
walls, a prestigious building may have passed from one elite to another. 
such a transfer would have occurred either through purchase or, as Vera 
von falkenhausen and marina scarlata hypothesise,127 thanks to the 
acquisition on the part of the regia curia of confiscated properties and the 
subsequent redistribution of the same to the high dignitaries and mem-
bers of the aristocracy. We do not know if, in addition to the conversion  
of the private mosques into chapels, to which we referred above, the 
installation of the christian elites had involved reconstruction and adap-
tation within the blocks. nor can we determine what differences there 
were between the installation of the court functionaries, in their turn  
markedly different in their origins, influence and offices, and that of the 
barons of the kingdom. 

the sources make only a handful of references to the house of abū 
l-Qāsim ibn Ḥammūd, but they do enable us to gain an approximate idea 
of the house of the chancellor matthew of ajello128 and a circumstan-
tial but abstract one of the urban residence of an important functionary, 

122 henri Bresc, “le marchand, le marché et le palais dans la sicile des Xe–Xiie siècles,” 
in id., una stagione, p. 323.

123 amato di montecassino, XXiii p. 285.
124 bas it., 1: 60.
125 bas it., 1: 62.
126 bas it., 1: 161.
127 see note 90.
128 see note 99.
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nicholas logothete.129 they are all dwellings that can be located in the 
cassaro. 

nicola’s house130 stood in the ruga que dicitur de sancto salvatore 
sanctimonialium, a street crossing the via marmorea at right angles, and 
from the description of what bounded it we are able to reconstruct a struc-
tured complex lying between the “tribona” of the church of san salvatore, 
a crumbling mosque and several houses. the various structures that 
made up the complex and were named in the documents of sale were: a 
magna domus, against one side of which stood the kitchen of an adjoining  
building, a hugera,131 a hall, a stables, a buttery, with a flat roof, a cammara, 
and the church of san nicola de logotheta. these structures were in part 
adjoining and in part linked by spaces designed to serve as passages and 
by zones cultivated as gardens, to judge by the mention of a terra senie—
that is, an area with a well and a hydraulic wheel—and of a hirba with 
a well. this latter would seem to have been a garden overlooked by the 
hall, the magna domus and the church. the complex also contained yet 
another well. nicola’s house was thus an aggregate of elements linked by a 
common space, the courtyard, and furnished with structures with monu-
mental connotations—the hall, that is, a state room, the magna domus 
and the church—disposed around a small garden so as to constitute,  
perhaps, a structured whole. 

Where the house donated by matteo D’aiello to the Benedictine mon-
astery founded by him is concerned, we are able to discern only some 
elements, which do nonetheless betray the altogether exceptional status 
of the very powerful chancellor of the Kingdom. the domus included 
external elements: a vacant plot, formerly a buttery, a buttery, an oven. 
here too there was a small garden behind the apse of the monastery. the 
domus had a complex system of entrances, which matthew of ajello, in 
the contract of donation, had called by the arabic name sikifa while the 
first abbess, the latin muriella, called it vestibulum. We have to do here 
with an entrance with a double set of doors found also in other houses in 
norman Palermo, for example, in the archbishop’s Palace, and which may 

129 on nicola logotheta, a functionary serving in the administration of the norman 
kingdom, a Greek from reggio calabria: von falkenhausen, “i logoteti,” pp. 111–16.

130 De luca, Documenta, n. 2, pp. 10–13; n. 7 pp. 22–24, 1200; n. 9, pp. 26–29, 15 october 
1201.

131  arabic term with the meaning of stabulum septumve camelorum, conclave domus, 
coenaculum, cubiculum which in the Palermitan documents has a semantic field extending  
from small house to complex structure on two floors with qā‘a and wall (caracausi,  
“arabismi,” pp. 251–52).
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well have been more widespread. the documents do not take us beyond 
the second door of the sikifa but inform us that the monastery was fur-
nished with a bath, probably a ḥammām, like those attached to the resi-
dences of the norman sovereigns. matthew of ajello’s house was therefore 
a prestigious and lavishly appointed private dwelling. 

ibn Jubayr said that in Palermo he had seen “tall and elegant palaces” 
“that had belonged to him [abū l-Qāsim ibn Ḥammūd], to his brothers 
and to his kin, palaces that seemed like magnificent and elegant castles.”132 
this passage reveals the characteristic features of the urban settlement 
of the muslim elites, with extended family groups and buildings that 
combined the enclosed structure of the qaṣr with elegance. this latter 
attribute, highly vague though it may be, seems in fact to be a recurrent 
feature in the descriptions of the sources: it is perhaps a reference to a 
lifestyle which we may presume to have had a material reflection in the 
existence of ḥammām, green spaces even if on a limited scale and inte-
grated into domestic space, as the qā‘a/s probably were. 

finally, a document in arabic from 1196 allows us to see the house of a 
muslim located in the south rabad, in the Darb al-saḥṭārī near to the Palace  
Gate.133 the house, divided into two floors and equipped with a well,  
consisted of an entrance hall (sikifa) on the ground floor, an apartment 
(bayt), a qā‘a, and of two rooms on the first floor. the qā‘a is the reception 
area of the richest houses in cairo and is documented from the fatimid 
period onwards. the earliest example dates from the first half of the 12th 
century, and consisted of a central courtyard that was sunken and covered 
(durqā‘a), delimited to north and south by two īwān-s.134 it is not easy, 
however, to unravel the complex issue of its origins, and of its relation to 
the houses in fusṭāṭ with open courtyards and porticos on three sides or 
with two facades facing the sides of the courtyard. We do not know what 
structure the qā‘a had in norman Palermo, but in the 14th century the 
term designated in the hospicia of families of “mozarab” origin a space, 
called kaa seu cortile, consisting of a covered part and of a part that was 

132 bas it., 1: 178. on abū l-Qāsim ibn Ḥammūd: Johns arabic administration, pp. 234–
42; De simone, splendori; nef, Conquérir et gouverner pp. 324–26.

133 cusa p. 499, 1196; on this document see Bresc, “filologia urbana” 1981, p. 16.
134 on the qā‘a see Keppel archibald cameron creswell, The muslim architecture of 

Egypt. i. ikhshīdids and fāṭimids. a.D. 939–1171 (oxford 1952) pp. 261–63, 288–90, John D. 
hoag, architettura islamica, (Venice 1975), pp. 150–51, robert hillenbrand, islamic architec-
ture, (edimburgh, 1994) pp. 434–36, with examples subsequent to the fatimid period. for 
the sicilian examples see Bresc, “filologia urbana,” 1981, p. 16.
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presumably uncovered and in which some orange trees were planted.135 
in any case it could be a reflection in domestic architecture of the rela-
tions between sicily and fatimid egypt attested in other contexts. 

only two examples have come down to us of private, domestic buildings  
from the norman period, and moreover the attribution is doubtful in 
either case: the palace in via Protonotaro and a part of the tower of palazzo 
conte federico.136 in addition a few elements survive of the house which 
had originally been the property of adelaide of Golisano and then of the 
marturano—therefore members of the latin aristocracy—and which 
was destroyed by allied bombing in 1943: a photograph of the courtyard 
with the portico137 and the door jambs preserved in the Palazzo abatellis138 
(see fig. 7.3). these details are scanty, however, and relate more to the 
landscapes and domestic architecture of the islamic cities, and in par-
ticular to cairo, than to those of the latin world. the dating of the jambs  
to the 12th century indicates that they were produced for a norman  
commission, and demonstrates that even the private architecture of the 
latin aristocracy could assume the plurilingual tone that characterised, 
with a wholly different ideological message, the loftiest productions asso-
ciated with royal commissions. at the same time, if the dating of the  
Palaces in via Protonotaro to the reign of William is correct, we would 
have an early example of a structure on a rectangular plan facing the 
street and with a monumentalised facade. on the ground floor the facade 
had a continuous wall with an entrance that was off-centre and arrow-slit 
windows whereas the first floor featured large mullioned windows with 
two lights. We cannot help but suppose that this structure was the monu-
mental part of a hospicium which took shape within the block, probably 
divided up into other edifices. this structure would be a recurrent feature 
of the 14th-century dwellings of the urban elites. 

135 Hospicium which costanza de ebdemonia had received as a dowry on the occasion 
of her marriage more grecorum to matteo de thermis (Biblioteca civica ursino recupero,  
catania, tabulario di s. nicolò l’arena, n. 121, 1310); domus of the notary Giovanni de  
maramma (asP, spezzoni notarili 233n, c. 12r, 1 may, unidentified notary from the beginning  
of the 14th century).

136 Di stefano-Krönig, pp. 115–118, plates clXXV–clXXiX.
137 ibid., pp. 115–16, tav. clXXV.
138 umberto scerrato, Gabrieli-scerrato, fig. 198–199, p. 524 notes that, inasmuch as 

these door jambs are “wholly consistent with fatimid styles” and compatible with decora-
tive motifs dateable to around the mid-century, they can be attributed to workshops in 
sicily or in ifrīqiya.
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needless to say, alongside these structures there were smaller and less 
prestigious houses, as well as edifices with a commercial character, shops 
and funduqs. 

conclusions

early norman Palermo was an islamic city occupied by a christian minority  
whose everyday preoccupations included that of maintaining military  
control. as the conquest became entrenched, and crucially once the city 
had assumed the rank of capital, its appearance altered. our reconstruc-
tion of the forma urbis and, in particular, the distribution of the new 
ecclesiastical foundations, lends weight to the hypothesis that the new 
capital was a city where complex conflicts originating in court milieux 
and reflecting logics of power or of elites that were composite from the 
cultural and religious point of view took place;139 a city in which, espe-
cially from the mid-12th century onwards, political disputes might always 
culminate in a polarisation between “christians” and “saracens,” to use 
the words of the author of the Epistola ad Petrum. By “saracens” is meant 
that broad swathe of the urban population which had chosen to abide 
by the muslim religion and to respect the principles of islamic law, and 
which was therefore subject to a precise fiscal regime, namely, the pay-
ment of the poll-tax ( jizya). 

in this regard it is significant that the christian religious foundations 
should have moved closer to the fortified areas, that is, to the Palace, 
castello a mare and the city gates. obviously we cannot rule out the  
possibility that such locations were chosen with a view to settling close 
to the seats of power. it would seem nonetheless to be the case that  
the christian elites, and particularly the latin ones, were intent upon 
securing for themselves spaces that were well-defended, and tended 
to create homogeneous neighbourhoods. the muslims, who had been  
disarmed in 1160 by maio,140 were themselves also all too well aware that 
the peace guaranteed by the sovereign could give way to conflict, and 
for the most part therefore took refuge in a quarter whose entry and exit 
points could be policed. 

at the same time the capital of the norman regnum was also al-idrīsī’s 
“splendid [city] that seduces,” with an urban landscape strongly marked 

139 nef, Conquérir et gouverner p. 598ff.
140 falcando, p. 57.
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by the heritage of madīnat Ṣiqilliyya: the tall palaces of the cassaro, the 
baths, the mills, the canals, the gardens, the funduq-s and also a number of 
mosques. although the arabo-muslim elements were gradually driven out 
of the cassaro and in part ghettoised in the seralqadi, islamic culture did, 
paradoxically enough, penetrate into the houses and customs of the elites, 
and was maintained within the material culture of the city. thus while 
some members of the muslim elites converted to christianity, christian 
women for their part dressed like their muslim counterparts, and the 
houses of the latin elites resembled the houses of cairo. it was a city in 
which “there are modes of speech whose construction alters and whose 
meanings are eroded as they pass from one language to another . . .”,141 but 
in which the houses, as they passed from one elite to another, might well 
undergo only limited transformations and in which one and the same 
structure could be called kaa or courtyard, or again vestibulum or sikifa, 
depending upon the language of the person who mentioned it. 

141 from a letter by al-Ḥāfiẓ to roger ii, De simone, “il mezzogiorno normanno svevo,” 
p. 261.
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fig. 7.1. Palermo in the late islamic period (graphic by Dr. maria  
antonietta Parlapiano)

1 jāmiʿ mosque
Streets
aB. simāṭ, platea marmorea; cD. south shāriʿ; eB. north shāriʿ; fG. artery out of 
the Gate of sant’ agata (via Beati Paoli, via Porta carini)
Balarm’s Gates
i. bāb rūta; ii. bāb ibn Qurhub?; iii. bāb al-abnā’; iV. bāb al sūdān; V. bāb al-ḥadīd; 
Vi. bāb sūq al-Dajāj; Vii. bāb al-baḥr; Viii. bāb ash-shifā’; iX. bāb al-bi’r; X. bāb 
shantaghāt
Hārat al-Ṣaqāliba’s Gates
Xi?; Xii. bāb al-Ḥajjārīn
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fig. 7.2. norman Palermo. monuments, sites and archaeological excavations 
mentioned (graphic by Dr. maria antonietta Parlapiano)

a. castrum superius or novum / sacrum Palacium / royal Palace; aa. sala verde, 
ab. Palace of the slaves; b. castrum Vetus / castrum maris / castello a mare;  
c. synagogue; d. forum saracenorum / khulā’ 
Churches, Monasteries and hospitals ( in numerical order): 1. santa maddalena;  
2. s. Paolo;  3. s. Giacomo la mazara;  4. santa Barbara;  5. s. Bartholomeo de 
coperto; 6. santa Barbara; 7. santa maria Della Pinta; 8. s. Giovanni; 9. s. costan-
tino; 10. s. Giorgio in Kemonia; 11. s. Giovanni degli eremiti; 12. sant’ andrea 
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in Kemonia; 13. cathedral; 14. ognissanti hospital; 15. s. salvatore; 16. santa 
maria del cancelliere (matteo D’aiello’s house); 17. s. cataldo; 18. santa maria 
dell’ammiraglio; 19 santo stefano; 20. s. michele; 21. santa maria della Grotta; 
22. s. Quaranta martiri; 23. ss trinità (hospital); 24. s. marco al seralqadi; 25. s. 
nicolò lo Gurgo and church of sant’ andrea degli amalfitani; 26. s. Giacomo la 
marina; 27. santa Barbara; 28 s. Pietro la Bagnara
Churches, Monasteries and hospitals (in alphabetical order): cathedral 13;  
ognissanti (hospital) 14; sant’ andrea in Kemonia 12; santa Barbara 6; santa Barbara  
4; santa Barbara 27; s. Bartholomeo de coperto; s. cataldo 17; s. costantino 9; 
s. Giacomo la mazara 3; 15 - s. Giacomo la marina 26; s. Giorgio in Kemonia 10; 
s. Giovanni degli eremiti 11; s. Giovanni alla Galka 8; santa maddalena 1; santa 
maria del cancelliere (matteo D’aiello’s house) 16; santa maria dell’ammiraglio 
18; santa maria della Grotta 21; santa maria della Pinta 7; s. michele 20; 14–s. 
nicolò lo Gurgo and church of sant’ andrea degli amalfitani 25; s. Paolo 2; 16–s. 
Pietro la Bagnara 28; s. Quaranta martiri 23; s. salvatore 15; santo stefano 19; ss 
trinità 24
archaeological excavations: α Pottery kiln (teatro st cecilia); β Kiln dump (Palazzo 
lungarini) 
Streets 
aB. simāṭ / platea or ruga or via marmorea; cD. shāri‘ south / sera buali; eB. 
shāri‘ north / sera Cancellarii; fG. artery out of the Gate of sant’agata (via Beati 
Paoli, via Porta carini); hi. sera al qādī
Cassaro’s and Galka’s gates 
i. bāb rūta / Porta rote; ii. bāb ibn Qurhub?; iii. bāb al-abnā’ / Porta Palacii; iV. 
bāb al-sūdān / Porta busuemi; V. bāb al-ḥadīd / Porta iudaica; Vi. bāb sūq al-Dajāj 
/ Porta bebilbakal; Vii. bāb al-baḥr / Porta Patitellorum; Viii. bāb as-shifā’ / Porta 
oscura; iX. bāb al-bi’r / Porta sclavorum; X. bāb shantaghāt / Porta s. agate; Xi. 
Porta Galke/ Porta Trabucketti; Xii. Porta Cooperti
The gates to the external walls 
Xiii. Porta carini; XiV Porta s. Giorgio; XV.  Porta  sant’agata; XVi. Porta di ter-
mini
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fig. 7.3. casa martorana
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fig. 7.4. casa martorana’s door jamb



Palermo and the mediterranean at the end of the  
middle ages





Palermo in the 14th–15th century:  
urban economy and trade

henri bresc

it was the paradoxical fate of Palermo in the last centuries of the middle 
ages to be a political capital abandoned by the monarchy but bolstered 
economically by the stability, and latterly by the revival, of income from 
land. the city’s economic activity was sustained by the expenses incurred 
by the landed aristocracy and the clergy, and it developed a rural cen-
tre whose impact could be felt even at the outermost limits of the arch-
bishopric of monreale. the centre of the Val de mazara had in fact been 
wholly cleared of its inhabitants by the civil war that raged between 1190 
and 1240, and by the deportation of the muslims to lucera; the network of 
its townships was totally abandoned (caltatrasi, iato, etc.) and Palermo’s 
hinterland was then empty across a radius of thirty to fifty kilometres. 
yet in time an extremely active commercial centre would spring up there, 
consisting in the main of foreign merchants, who were able to settle and 
in their turn become part of the landed nobility. its population may have 
varied in response to the demographic conjuncture, but it was coupled 
with a western sicily that was then highly productive and able to export 
raw materials, and its situation may be likened to that of medieval or 19th 
century alexandria, ad Aegyptum. these three motifs—a rentier city, the 
city in the country, and a constantly developing commercial centre—
together serve to delineate two economies, a “lower” economy, which was 
embedded in relations of dependence and authority and closely super-
vised by the municipal authorities, and an “upper” economy, maintaining 
long-distance relationships, being potentially independent of the terri-
tory on to which it was grafted, and only to a small extent constrained 
by the decisions of a state that was impoverished, the prisoner of its own 
financial needs and of the support of the international merchant milieu. 
between these two levels some traffic did, however, develop, in response 
to industrial initiatives which exploited and stimulated the municipal 
territory.1

1 references are in henri bresc, Un Monde méditerranéen: économie et société en Sicile 
(1300–1460), bibliothèque des ecoles françaises d’athènes et de rome, 262 (Paris-rome-
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the rentier city

A Capital in Decay but Economically a Capital Nonetheless

in demographic terms, the Palermo of the final centuries of the middle ages 
had a modest profile. indeed, its population suffered a steep decline from 
the some 50,000 inhabitants it doubtless had around 1270, after a probable 
peak towards 1340, to 4,082 hearths and 20,000 to 25,000 inhabitants in 
1376, to 5517 hearths and 25,012 inhabitants in 1479, and to an even lower 
figure in 1495–1496, after the expulsion of the Jews, when 4779 houses and 
22,177 inhabitants are recorded. around 1300, Palermo would still count 
as one of the great cities of southern europe, though it could not match 
the 100,000 florentines, the 75,000 milanese, the 60,000 bolognese or  
genovese, but after 1350 it fell behind naples.

the relative weakness of Palermo may no doubt be accounted for by 
the periodic recurrence of the plague, but above all by its loss of the court 
when frederick ii left for germany. the rapid development of the capital, 
which by 1070 had attained to the dimensions it would retain until the 
18th century, namely, 200 hectares, owed everything to the residence of 
the Kalbids, and latterly the hauteville. subsequently, the presence of the 
royal hotel was ephemeral, coinciding with major political events, coro-
nations and parliaments. after 1412, the residence of the Viceroy and his 
court was fixed at the chiaramonte Palace, the steri. some expenses were 
involved, certainly, but not so as to rival those that had made the fortunes 
of catania from the 14th to the beginning of the 15th century, and after-
wards of naples. at Palermo, entire quarters were abandoned, such as the 
galka, the former royal town around the Palace, a part of the Kalsa, broad 
swathes of the cassaro, dotted with ruined houses turned into gardens, 
while garden corridors were inserted between the cassaro and the seral-
cadi, between the cassaro and the albergheria and along the city walls.

state revenues, which were anyway limited—90,000 florins according 
to the budget forecast for 1400–1402—were in the main spent elsewhere, 
in eastern sicily, but Palermo included a high number of aristocratic resi-
dences and centres for the collection of rents from land. thus, in 1336, the 
feudal rent flowing into Palermo was as much as 3825 onze (around 19,000 
florins), according to the Quaternus antiquus feudorum. the twenty-three 

Palermo, 1986), completed, so far as the years 1460–1500 are concerned, by stephan r. 
epstein, An island for itself. Economic development and social change in late medieval Sicily 
(cambridge, 1992).
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fiefholders residing there owned thirty-five fiefs and received 18.4% of 
sicilian feudal rent. in 1343 there were 2450 onze according to the “adoa-
mento” of the fiefs, for thirty fief-holders, 17% of the total for sicily. funds 
really seemed to be draining from a large area in 1408, of thirty-two fiefs 
belonging to the Palermitan nobility, only two were on the territory of 
Palermo. rent from land also brought all the Palermitan churches an 
income of 2110 onze in 1308–10, plus the 1,241 onze of the archbishop of 
monreale, almost 30% of the 11,500 onze of income accruing to the sicilian 
churches as a whole. these churches’ latifundia, though no doubt smaller 
than those of the feudal landowners, in fact numbered as many as 84, 27 
of them belonging to the cathedral, to which one should add the thirty or 
so fiefs of the archdiocese of monreale. Probably over 7000 onze in rent, 
then, at the beginning of the 14th century, a level of income which was 
maintained thanks to the decision to opt for cereals, grown for export, and 
which rose with the upturn of the following century: in 1455, according to 
the roll of the apostolic tithe, the Palermitan churches received an income 
of 2400 onze, not counting monreale’s 1792 onze. a high proportion of 
these landed properties were administered and exploited by Palermitans: 
the members of the patriciate rented en bloc the latifundia close to the 
city, while notaries and canons managed the ecclesiastical properties, and 
it was the agricultural entrepreneurs, the borgesi, and the market garden-
ers who leased fields for short agricultural cycles.

these rents were first and foremost sustained by exports. the residence 
of the masters of the soil in the city fixed in Palermo a rudimentary “stock 
exchange” for wheat and cheese at which the notaries recorded numerous 
contracts of sale. even in the absence of the court, Palermo remained the 
headquarters of merchant buyers, and a convenient place to meet up with 
the owners of the fiefs and their administrators: although there was obvi-
ously variation from one decade to the next, between 15 and 50% of the 
commercialized grain production passed through the hands of the masters 
of the soil, the upper clergy and the feudal nobility. this does not mean 
that all the grain was brought to Palermo: around a quarter of the corn 
sold in Palermo was delivered to the fiefs. the share of the fief-holders 
in these sales, though small at the beginning of the 14th century, swelled 
around 1380 and remained large until 1450, with over half the quantities 
that reached the market being ratified by a Palermitan notary. this was a 
period when the nobility and the royal court, being perturbed by falls in 
rent, attempted with some success to hoard grain and to monopolize the 
trade in it. Palermo was also the centre, or the relay point, for the portolan 
master’s offices which issued the export permits: in 1299, in 1341, in 1344, 
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in 1345, it was tuscan merchants, in particular the acciajuoli, bardi and 
Peruzzi, in the name of the portolan master, the admiral or the queen, who 
sold export permits at Palermo. in 1341, some merchants also went into 
partnership with the portolan master himself in order to export wheat.

The Consuming City

The Provisioning of the City

income from the land first of all guaranteed the provisioning of Palermo: 
a rent in kind, be it smaller livestock, butter, cheese, wheat or barley, is 
specified in all the leases. it was, moreover, a brake on trade; around 1325 
there were twenty or so fiefholders’ hotels,2 and at least twenty-five a cen-
tury later.3 one should add to this tally the monasteries and the houses 
of those responsible for administering the feudal estates. the quantities 
consumed by the producers themselves are difficult to estimate, but we 
can glimpse how things stood from the inventories: the hospital of san 
bartolomeo, in 1430, thus stored as much as 280 kilos of oil, so crucial 
for lighting, frying food and grooming, forty-four hectolitres of wheat and 
twenty and a half hectolitres of barley, a little flour and the wherewithal to 
preserve 111 hectolitres of wine; in 1455, giovanni carastono’s storehouse 
contained two hundred rounds of cheese and ten jars of butter. however, 
the main part of the reserves of the aristocratic houses was not kept in the 
hotels but in the grain ditches of the massarie. 

the notarized deeds do not testify to the existence of a spontaneous 
and active grain trade: the zone supplying crops was narrow, its borders 
passing through ciminna, caccamo, castronovo, bivona, corleone, giu-
liana, alcamo and, in exceptional circumstances, Polizzi. the mountains 
around Palermo were an obstacle; the grain had to be transported on the 
backs of mules, which was costly. municipal policy heeded the plight of 
the poor, who “buy their bread daily” and suffered therefore from high 
prices; shortages threatened in 1311, in 1335, in 1341, in 1349, in 1351, and 
again in 1413, in 1417, in 1430, from 1449 to 1451, and again in 1462 and in 
1494. the municipality sought out regular sources of cheap grain, and in 
1316 obtained a monopoly, in case of famine or plague, over the caricatori  

2 the main ones were: calvellis, chiaramonte, ebdemonia, filangeri, incisa, maida, 
milia, Pipitone, sclafani, tagliavia.

3 abbatellis, afflitto, de bartholomeo, calvellis, crispo, la grua, omodei, Paruta, Pilaya, 
spatafora, tagliavia.
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of termini and castellammare del golfo. in years of high prices, the city 
mobilized the muleteers and its own citizens: in 1449 they set out in search 
of wheat in the massarie of bicchinello, to the north of corleone, beneath 
the busambra, and in those of balletto, near to the ancient iato. the city 
then had to rely upon the good graces of the masters of the soil, its fellow 
citizens, and it praised their euergetism.

Palermitan butchers needed a plentiful supply of high quality meat, 
sheep from the madonies which passed the summer in the fiefdoms of 
the Palermitan nobility, and bovines from the stockbreeders of Polizzi, 
caccamo, corleone and Prizzi fattened up in the forest of bagheria prior 
to their coming on to the urban market. there was also an active market 
in horses and in mules likewise, which came from alcamo, the madonies, 
castelvetrano, Piazza and even from more far-flung parts of sicily.

urban provisioning was the municipal administration’s great obses-
sion, reflected in a constant stream of measures adopted and decisions 
taken to ensure the hygiene of market-places, the abundance, quality 
and freshness of grain, of flour and meat, and of fish during lent. from 
1330 onwards, maxima, or mete, proliferated and, gradually, came to be 
applied to every kind of foodstuff, from milk, butter, lard, vegetables, with 
countless refinements being introduced, regarding the listing of different 
kinds of offal, for example. the most routine measures concerned loaves 
of bread, whose prices and weights would be fixed in relation to the eco-
nomic conjuncture. the purchase of grain and its enforced distribution 
to the bakers were a source of recurrent tension. in order to keep the 
prices reasonably low, the municipality imposed a strict ban, from 1330 
onwards, on resellers going outside the city gates to buy grain, vegetables 
or firewood. the consumer’s direct access to imported commodities was 
also guaranteed: the customs of Palermo imposed a triduum, that is, three 
days’ respite, before sale to small tradesmen was permitted. the “lower” 
economy was thus constrained and protected. 

Importing, Luxuries and Basic Necessities

there is evidence of imports, both in the notarized contracts, which give 
very precise descriptions, and in the inventories. the author, after carmelo 
trasselli, has used three hundred of the latter, which often identify the 
geographical origin of the objects, in particular those sold in haberdashers’ 
shops. What we first of all encounter is luxury goods mentioned occasion-
ally in the inventories of nobles, patricians, of agricultural entrepreneurs 
also, and of artisans: gold objects from montpellier (cups, spoons), from 



240 henri bresc

the 14th century onwards, then from barcelona, and then finally from 
naples in the second half of the 15th century, when the aragonese court 
drew the fabrication of such objects, Pisan works of art in the 14th cen-
tury, objects “worked in damask,” silverware “in the Pera style,” carpets 
from barbary and from tartary in the 14th century, from turkey and from 
romania in the 15th century, tapestries from france and flanders, with 
foliage or with figures. Purchases of jewels, as those of cloths, involved 
huge sums, and testified to the formidably receptive and lavish tastes of 
the aristocracy: in 1455 gilibert la grua-talamanca bought a diamond, 
flanked by four rubies and three turquoises and mounted in a single jewel, 
for thirty onze, or 150 florins.

importing also encompassed most manufactured products, all wool-
len cloths “of colour” that were luxury goods (malines, brussels, lille,  
florence), or of average quality (Wervicq, beauvais, montivilliers, catalan, 
english and languedocian cloths), a wide variety of linens, burgundian 
and dutch, and cottons, of neapolitan, Pisan and genoese towels. the 
technical deterioration in the work of sicilian artisans, and the lack of 
mines in sicily, account for the importation of iron rods, from Pisa and 
biscay, and the flood of Pisan iron tools, ploughshares, grates, chandeliers, 
saucepans and, from genoa, locks, curry-combs, iron arms and armours 
from milan, flemish knives, german and catalan swords, catalan shields, 
and catalan, genoese and german padlocks. as for coppers, copperware, 
“flemish” basins and candelabras, they were brought in on the Venetian 
galleys. ceramic objects, even if culinary, were transported in huge jars: 
Pisan and catalan pitchers, bowls and plates with metallic mirrors from 
murcia and malaga, and finally majolica from the marches and romagna 
at the end of the 15th century, enamelled tiles from rome, Pisa and genoa 
for the floors of the new Palermitan palaces.

artisanal products are also described and identified, and first and fore-
most items of furniture, Pisan painted chests, neapolitan and messinan 
caskets, catalan and neapolitan chairs, and an abundance of maghrebian 
artisanal objects, clothes, burnous, jubbas, carpets, hides to put on the 
ground, towels, quilts, padlocks, baskets, fans, jars, mats and cages. these 
rare, but not costly, goods, whose appeal lay in their curiosity value, reflect 
the sheer intensity of Palermo’s maritime relationships.

competition from importers may explain the decline in local artisanal 
production; in 1457 there was but the one glazier on the whole island, and 
it was therefore only in 1476 that the first glazed window was attested in 
Palermo, in the archbishop’s palace, whereas such things might be found 
in bologna as early as 1335 and in florence at the end of the 14th century. the 
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immigration into sicily of technicians, goldsmiths, ceramists, stonemasons,  
and sculptors compensated to some degree for the limited transmission 
of techniques and served to meet the needs of the aristocracy. specialists  
circulated more rapidly in the 15th century, when the aristocracy took 
up residence once and for all in the city. restricted in the 14th century  
to highly specialized trades linked to the geographical origin of the 
migrants, who included milanese armourers and amalfitan coopers, there 
was expansion and a broader area of recruitment subsequently: catalan 
goldsmiths and embroiderers, silversmiths from the dauphiné, makers  
of french and german daggers, makers of caskets from naples, catalan 
tailors, and finally lombards also, masons and stonecutters.

The Outlets for Rent: The Aristocracy and the Market 

the aristocracy, the patriciate and the upper clergy could call upon sub-
stantial monetary reserves which lay idle: 3300 florins in the archbishop’s 
possession in 1377, 450 florins in that of a noble in 1383, 641 onze in gold 
coin in that of giovanni carastono in 1454, and no less than 1188 onze in 
coin in that of the jurisconsult rinaldo sottile in 1487. the members of 
the feudal aristocracy would from time to time play a part in financing  
trading ventures, advancing sums to merchants based in Palermo. for 
example, in 1347 baron Pietro de siragusia lent 100 florins to the genovese  
raffaele squarciafico. they also helped small entrepreneurs with more 
trifling sums. thus, in 1429, dame costanza chiaramonte advanced the 
butcher conrado di lu mirabitu the sum of eleven onze (55 florins), and 
loaned two onze to master Paolo ceraulo. clergymen, whether prelates or 
beneficed, also financed both major commerce and the smallscale activity 
of artisan-traders: in 1349 giorgio de Zaffaronibus, in the name of arch-
bishop teobaldo, advanced 200 florins to a Pisan merchant, while in 1373 
sister ismiralda de senato came to an arrangement with a moneychanger 
over an order of five onze; she would receive half the profits. in 1408, the 
catalan archbishop Joan de Proixida, advanced the sum of 2000 florins 
to a group of genoese merchants. but such ventures were invariably on 
a limited scale.

the only enduring partnerships combining the merchant and feudal 
capital accumulated in Palermo mobilized it for banking activities centred 
on the court of alfonso V, and had nothing to do with the Palermitan 
economy. thus, in 1453 the great seneschal gaston moncada, for 5000 flo-
rins, sire galceran Vilanova for 3000 florins, and the catalan merchant 
francesc alegre for 8000 florins, set up a banking concern which would 
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engage in money-changing activities in naples. there was something  
genuinely “offshore” about such an undertaking.

the baronial nobility would come to Palermo in order to buy directly. 
thus, in 1339, scaloro degli uberti, baron of assoro, replenished his stocks 
of chainmail there; in 1453 ugo santa Pau, baron of butera, spent 380 onze 
in one go on fabrics and haberdashery; between 1453 and 1455, gilbert la 
grua, baron of carini, bought fabrics and haberdashery to the value of 
no less than 796 onze, and spent 100 onze on precious stones and luxury 
garments. these colossal purchases no doubt served to dress family and 
clients, and to decorate castles, but a proportion of the cloths was des-
tined for the local shop that a draper had launched with the protection 
and backing of the baron. 

the “lower” economy: the city in the country and  
artisanal Production

The City in the Country

medieval Palermo was an agricultural powerhouse: from the environs of 
the city, with its gardens, vineyards and sugar cane fields, to the huge 
ring of massarie and mandrie, the agricultural entrepreneurs had carved 
out for themselves an ample agricultural territory, and one that they 
defended stubbornly against the ambitions of their rivals in the “estates” 
of the mountain zone, and against the claims of the owners of fiefs. the 
countryside was also present within the city itself, for the itinerant selling 
of goats’ milk brought flocks inside the walls, and the municipality had 
to clear the streets of heaps of manure, or confine them to areas around 
the city gates. 

The Ring of Intensive Agriculture

a first ring, consisting of gardens and vineyards, occupied the space 
nearby, the conca d’oro, the costiera of monreale, up to the forest of 
bagheria, which had been cleared bit by bit, and that of trabia. two gar-
den corridors occupied the irrigated contrade: from the gabriele to the 
cuba, the Zisa, and up to sant’oliva, and from the sabugia to the Ponte 
dell’ammiraglio, penetrating intra muros at ballarò, to the guczetta and 
as far as the Kalsa. horticultural activity was intense, painstaking, serving 
the urban market exclusively; we know of only one case in which vegetables 
were exported, with two cargoes of onions being dispatched to cagliari 
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in 1329. some entrepreneurs, the gabelloti, men of some authority and 
respected arbiters in their own quarters, often continent friars, rented 
land, purchased water for irrigation, and recruited labourers whose wages 
varied with the season and the length of the working day.

Vineyards had originally been densely planted in the areas around the 
city gates, but they had given way first to wheat and then to sugar. at the 
end of the 13th, and the beginning of the 14th century, after the “saracen 
wars,” the demographic revival led to the cultivating of the royal gardens, 
cuba, Zisa and favara, and of the non-irrigated quarters, up to the hills of 
monreale. the decision to opt for vineyards was closely linked to the eco-
nomic policy of the aristocracy and the clergy: they ran taverns in the city 
itself and along the roads, both for prestige and for profit. in the 15th cen-
tury, the vines, driven from the plain by sugar cane, moved towards the 
colli and the Piana di gallo, and indeed beyond, into the fiefs of capaci 
and misilmeri, and into the forest of bagheria, where several Jews in par-
ticular, around the time of the expulsion, in 1492–93, were the owners of 
vineyards, but not in sufficient quantities. around 1450, the account book 
of the “credenziere” of Porta carini, through which the entire grape har-
vest passed, recorded for the period between september and october 3410 
centenari of grapes, or 4150 tons, from which 6138 casks of wine, or 25,292 
hectolitres, might be made, barely one hundred litres per inhabitant and 
per year. imports were therefore needed, and indeed encouraged by the 
municipality, since they provided a ready source of taxes: quality wines, 
such as the “greek” ones from naples and malmsey, and ordinary quality 
wines, the calabrian reds, which returned in 1366 after the armistice. this 
approach clashed with the universal policy of protecting local producers, 
but it was justified by necessity.

trees were rare, being planted in the enclosed gardens which sur-
rounded the suburban villas, and there were few citrus orchards, and olive 
or almond groves. oil was imported from gaeta and from tunisia; only 
two large olive groves caught the eye, each with over a thousand trees, one 
belonging to the chiaramonte in the 14th century at chamirichi (Passo de 
rigano), and the other belonging to the carastono at la sabugia in the 
15th century. the opportunity to profit by intensification was seized only 
belatedly by the catalan archbishop of monreale, ausias de spuig, who 
obtained from the monastery of santa caterina the transfer of the fief of 
montelepre in return for a rent of fifteen onze, and planted an olive grove 
there. 

the municipality lavished a great deal of care upon this agricultural 
zone and its activities, frequently taking steps, in 1407, in 1414 and in 1437, 
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to protect the gardens and the vineyards, to bar the passage of huntsmen 
and riders, and to crack down on the damage done by stray cattle. it also 
established maximum wage levels and laid down the rule that agricul-
tural labourers should work “from sunrise to sunset”, di suli in suli. the 
authorities thus faced a wage inflation which had also led entrepreneurs 
to recruit children and adolescents and to set slaves to work. as in the 
artisanal sphere, gardens were a world of bridled labour and of informal 
authority.

massarie and mandre: The Cerealiculture and Stock-Breeding Zone

in medieval sicily, a municipality’s agricultural territory was elastic, its 
extent depending upon the balance of forces between the borgesi, entre-
preneurs in cereals and stockbreeders, and the fief-holding lords, the  
barons of small inhabited “estates,” or of abandoned villages on demesnes 
where the borgesi claimed the right to sow. Massarie and mandre belong-
ing to Palermitans extended broadly from the montagna del cane to 
ciminna and to the plain of Vicari, but also across the northern part of the 
demesnes of monreale and across the fiefs of carini, montelepre and Par-
tinico, up to macellaro (camporeale), leaving the fiefs of the upper belice 
to the massari of corleone. the leases were rotated every two to three 
years. the borgesi had at their disposal a plough, five oxen, over thirteen 
hectares. some very large enterprises combined the technical capacities of 
these massari and the means, the land and the traction oxen of the mas-
ters of the soil, members of the feudal aristocracy and big monasteries, up 
to eight ploughs and over fifty traction oxen. at macaluso, near to Vicari, 
in 1479–80, a Palermitan massaria financed by a Palermitan patrician was 
able to mobilize twelve permanent labourers for fifty-nine oxen, plus ten 
workmen hired for one or two months and numerous teams of harvesters, 
339 over twelve days.4 sowing was done a copertura, with one salma of 
grain, that is 2.75 hectoliters, per salmata of land, that is, 1.75 hectares. the 
high yields from this sowing, between five, seven and eighteen or twenty 
grains per grain sown for wheat and between five and twenty-four for 
barley, on average eleven quintals per hectare, bear comparison with the 
elevated levels obtained on the alluvial soils of northern france through 
“intensive agriculture.”

4 henri bresc, “la massaria sicilienne au XVe siècle: le compte de benedetto bonaguida,” 
Bolletino dell’Istituto italiano per il medioevo e Archivio Muratoriano 109/2 (2007), 35–64.
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Palermo’s pastoral zone likewise extended from the mountains of  
carini and of capaci to mount cane (baucina, calamigna), to mezzoiuso, 
godrano and la busambra, penetrating the territory of monreale at belu-
ino (today tagliavia). the flocks were huge: in the 14th century, on average 
170 cows, plus over 1200 sheep and over 400 pigs; in the following century, 
the averages remained very high, 180 cows, over 600 sheep and over 200 
pigs. the sheer scale of the aristocracy’s ventures was remarkable in this 
context: in 1306 bartolomeo tagliavia owned 500 bovines, 9200 ovines and 
1000 pigs. such ventures were administered a parzamia: the owners of the 
soil and the administrators of fiefs, patricians and notaries, entrusted it 
to partners, mandra entrepreneurs who recruited oxherds and shepherds 
and merged their own herds with the ones they were administering. yields 
were also high: 400 litres of milk, 40 kilograms of cheese, per cow, four to 
six kilograms of cheese per sheep, a calf and a lamb every two years.

the members of the Palermitan feudal nobility and of the urban chiv-
alry, families such as calatagirono, cisario, filangeri, la chabica, Palmerio 
Pipitone, tagliavia, thetis, trayna, and among the merchants, such men 
as giovanni aldibrandino and manfredi boccadorzo, thus financed and 
sustained cereal production in the 14th century, for provisioning the city, 
and to an extent that is difficult to determine, for export. in the 15th cen-
tury, the documents, which by this date survive in greater numbers, reflect 
generalized investment in the massaria on the part of the urban nobility, 
with families such as manuele, omodei, scorcialupo and Vitali involved, 
as were merchants and in particular some Jews, in the second half of 
the century. conversely, the Palermitans’ involvement in stockbreeding 
declined, in the face of competition from entrepreneurs of the villages 
of the madonies, who rented the fiefs and came in on foot to Palermo in 
order to sell cheese, butter and meat. nothing here indicates a traditional 
economy: the Jews of Palermo also participated in the mandra, men such 
as sufen taguil, sabet cusintinus and merdoc marmaymuni from 1393 and 
1397, and david bramuni and gimilon nachay, before they threw them-
selves into cerealiculture. Wages were high and freely negotiated in the 
case of labourers and oxherds, whose painstaking work demanded real 
competence, but women were also recruited to look after the massaria, 
and children to bring out food and drink to the fields, and some men by 
the month for weeding and odd jobs. the municipality only intervened to 
restrain the pay of the harvesters.

from 1407 the council had met in an assembly together with the leading 
citizens and merchants, in order to fix an harvest price, the “meta” for 
wheat and another for barley, the price “between massari and merchants,” 
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this price included remuneration for the sums advanced to the entre-
preneurs. it was essentially a question here of small advances granted by 
intermediaries who would resell the grain to the bakers and to the con-
sumer, and of cereals destined for the provisioning of the city. largescale 
commerce, though it did not disregard the “meta”, had greater liberty to 
fix its prices.

Unachieved Expansion

the capital, so dominated was it by the huge fiefs of monreale, lacked a 
large municipal territory: other massive parts of the mountain belonged to 
the monasteries of santa maria di altofonte and san martino delle scale. 
the citizens of Palermo had no forest in which to gather firewood, cut 
green wood for beams, rafters, handles of agricultural and artisanal tools, 
charcoal for cooking, myrtle for tanning, and “wild herbs” for those diffi-
cult months when there was hunger and a gap to be bridged. communal  
rights (usi civici) had been won, not without difficulty, over the royal  
forests, godrano, Parco, bagheria, and over the great fiefs of Partinico and 
carini and monte cane. the city consolidated and extended such rights, 
in 1306 and again in 1320.

control over the territory of monreale and of altofonte would seem to 
have been crucial: in 1349 the city demanded that its criminal jurisdic-
tion over monreale be restored, and then, in 1419, that the revenues from 
monreale and the abbey of altofonte be managed by a citizen of Palermo 
as head of the vestry board and, in 1431, that altofonte be annexed to the 
“grand and new hospital” built by the city. in 1312 and in 1451, the senate  
prohibited the firing, in summer, of the stubble, under pain of death, 
across a radius of thirty miles, or fifty kilometres. the city was seeking here  
to win complete authority, in the form of a district, consolidated in law, 
corresponding to the zone of expansion of its entrepreneurs in cerealicul-
ture and stockbreeding. however, by contrast with messina and girgenti, 
this zone was open to negotiation, and a matter of informal authority and 
of rival ambitions.

A Rural Market

a noria of muleteers guaranteed the transportation into Palermo of 
grain, cheese, rock salt, firewood, charcoal and tanning products. each 
of them led from two to seven mules, depending upon their loads, and 
covered some sixty kilometres a day. muleteers circulated very widely, 
and their geographical origin was quite distinct from that of the products 
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they supplied: the muleteers from cammarata, a salt-mine village, shared 
the carriage of salt with others, from nicosia, noto, sciacca and troina. 
still others, who carried forest produce, were from alcamo, castelve-
trano, cefalù and Polizzi. modest and active entrepreneurs, the muleteers 
were the connective tissue of the “lower” economy; they represented the 
small Palermitan traders in the villages, set up woodcutters’ and charcoal  
burners’ societies, and took part in the collecting of myrtle, a key ingredient 
for those involved in the tanning industry, from the plain of carini and 
Partinico. if wood for building, planks and beams, came from the dalma-
tian coast, and later from calabria, firewood came in the form of bundles 
or as long logs, three per mule. transport costs were heavy, one tarì to one 
tarì and a half per cantare weighing eighty kilograms. the stumbling block 
was therefore first and foremost a lack of energy; only the motive energy 
of water was abundant.

a market had therefore been created at the south gate to the city, 
known as the feravecchia or Platea asinorum, overlooking a quarter 
of taverns and inns, the fondaci, a spontaneous stock exchange for the 
“lower” economy. the same activity, with inns and taverns, had crystal-
lized around the piano della Marina, near to san giacomo, where goods 
brought by ship, such as sea salt and firewood for the sugar refineries, 
were stockpiled. the innkeepers lent out small sums, put hauliers and 
clients in contact with one another, and sold mules.

Artisanal Production and Services

The Decline of the Artisans

being involved in the 13th century in trade and rural investment, the 
artisans at that period played a crucial political role: alongside the urban 
nobility they constituted the Popolo, the motor of insurrection, and fur-
nished Peter the great’s army with a significant number of knights: twelve 
bore the names of trades as their patronyms. in the 14th century, the 
artisans still enjoyed great prestige; they made much of skills that were 
honourable and played a modest but effective role in rural enterprise—
financing massarie or market gardens, and renting fields in the suburbs 
for the sowing of grain—and in petty commerce. their activities were 
principally linked to their trades, the imported leather business if they 
were tanners and saddlers, the renting out of ships if they were marine 
carpenters, but they might also trade in wine, cheese and tuna, or lend 
money to their fellow artisans. master Pagano ardingi, a coppulario, or 
maker of skullcaps, thus traded in 1326–27 in iron and in silk; in 1360 master 
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giovanni de alfano, scabbard-maker, advanced a butcher three onze. the 
families of tanners, silk manufacturers, makers of candles, cobblers even, 
were related to notaries, judges and entrepreneurs, but the political role 
of the Popolo ended with the seigneury of the chiaramonte.

in the 15th century, the artisans no longer enjoyed such prestige or 
wealth. their technical decline was remarkable: whereas we know of at 
least twenty-five silk manufacturers before 1358, financed by merchants 
from messina, Pisa and lucca, the art of silk disappeared from the docu-
ments after this date. this deskilling was reflected in the disappearance 
of several trades, including that of hatters, glovemakers, and the makers 
of skullcaps, blankets and moneybags. on the other hand, foreign artisans 
immigrated into Palermo in ever greater numbers, and this development 
would seem to have compensated for the decline in local activities, with 
trimmers of cloth from arras, german hatters and cobblers, and catalan 
tailors. the “candles” invited to take part in the illumination of the city, 
the Luminaria, of 15 august, were scattered across 45 different trades, and 
thus too numerous; the artisanal milieu did not have the same influence 
as that possessed by the denser “arts” of northern italy. the consulates 
were only set up later, after 1414, during a second phase of popular claims. 
it culminated in the revolt of 1450, the highpoint in a wave of rebellions 
which shook the whole of sicily, catania, then messina; in 1451, the parlia-
ment managed to get the consulates abolished.

the impoverishment of the artisans is underlined by their diminishing 
involvement in commercial enterprise, now limited to taverns. Participa-
tion in seasonal work had enabled them since the 14th century to take on 
associated remunerative activities: treading grapes at the grape harvest, 
being hired as cutters in the madrague tuna-fishery lodges, or serving on 
the galleys. With the development of the sugar business, artisans became 
cutters of cane, or of young slips. these short-term contracts enabled them 
to accumulate savings. dependent upon their sponsors, artisans were also 
locked into a network based on their quarter which left little scope for 
individual success.

The Archaisms of the Palermitan Sea

close to the port, in the cala itself and at Porta dei greci, small naval yards 
built ships, in particular the xeri used with the madrague tuna-fisheries.5 

5 henri bresc, “una flotta mercantile periferica: la marina siciliana medievale,” Studi di 
Storia navale. Centro per la Storia della Tecnica in Italia iV/7 (1975), 7–24.
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in the town itself, the arsenal (the tarzanà), located behind a wall which 
was knocked down to let the galleys in need of repair and the newly built 
vessels pass through, still had the capacity in the 15th century to fit out a 
caravel (1453) or a balener (1454). the Kalsa was the quarter of fishermen  
and seamen, somewhat isolated from the rest of the city and looking  
out to sea, composed of families that had immigrated from campania 
and calabria, prepared to emigrate temporarily on boats from marseilles 
in 1351, and on Venetian ones in 1396. this quarter was dominated by a 
familial and paternal order, the upper reaches of which were guaranteed 
by the authority of the comiti in charge of the free oarsmen gangs working 
on the galleys, and by the raisi of the madragues tuna-fishery, whereas an 
informal power reflected the huge prestige of the continent friars, as was 
also the case, in the other quarters, throughout the 14th century.

fishing, which was linked to the religious cycle of the year and to the 
cycles of the fish (for example, the passage of the sardines in may, and of 
the tuna in June), conformed to a protocapitalist form of organization, 
embedded in this authoritarian social order: the bosses committed them-
selves from november to January to deliver regular quantities to the retail-
ers, 80 to 160 kilograms every morning, against an advance. in the crew 
everything was divided into parts, a li parti, a quarter of the product going 
to the backer, with fixed quotas for the boat, for the nets and for the work. 
the Palermitan sea was a space with an abundance of fish and extend-
ing as far as the gulf of termini, for sardines, and that of castellammare, 
where the Palermitan fishermen went temporarily to scopello for lent. 
thus, in 1421 four fishermen bosses were established there on account of 
the wholesaler nicola da monasterio. lent in fact required massive sup-
plies; there ensued a double rivalry, between those selling directly and 
retailers, and between consumption and salting; food dealers and salters 
offered uniform prices and regular purchases, and would come out from the 
city to meet the boats and thereby create tensions among the consumers. 
the commune, being concerned to avoid hoarding of fish, banned such 
practices. but the recurrence of its ordinances, in 1330, 1414, 1423, 1426, and 
again in 1444, shows just how hard it was to enforce them.

The Involvement of Finance Capital: Industrial Experiments

older industrial activities were organized in close proximity to the water 
they needed. there were thus smithies between ballarò and Piano marina, 
along the torrent of the maltempo, mills working along the Papireto, from 
la guilla to bonagia and to the conceria, and along the garaffo between 
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the lodge of the genoese and the salt mill in the arsenal, and tanneries 
concentrated around santa margherita. oil-presses, on the other hand, 
being driven by donkeys and mules, did not require water, but the majority  
of them likewise followed the routes taken by the streams, while yet  
others had been set up in the feravecchia and in the cassaro. finally, the 
potters’ workshops, which had at first clustered within the albergheria,  
had gradually been transferred outside of the city, near to the Ponte 
dell’ammiraglio, together with the tileries.

in the conca d’oro mills and scraper-mills proliferated when the city 
was undergoing a phase of expansion; their activity contracted in the  
second half of the 14th century, and their number was reduced for a long 
time to come to twenty-six mills, enough for a population of 25,000 inhab-
itants. Whereas in the 13th century one spoke in the plural of the fulling-
mills or battinderia of the “contrada” of the cassari (cuba and Zisa), the 
14th century knew only one, close to the city, in the sabugia, attested still 
in 1362, and one further off, near to the teutonic Knights’ commandery 
in risalaimi, whereas the fulling-mill in Ponte di corleone had reverted to 
being a simple mill, thus bearing out the decline in the woollen industry. 
some women had a hand in the smallscale home industries which still 
survived in the 14th century, buying wool and selling orbace, cloth of very 
modest quality, or linen. in the 15th century only seamstresses and a few 
linen weavers might be found. 

a decision taken by the angevins, in 1278, is the first indication of 
the smarting awareness of technological backwardness and dependence, 
linked to a fear of exporting precious metals, but it barely affected Palermo: 
the importation of maghrebian long-haired rams reflected a concern to 
develop manufacturing. the aragonese revived this industrialization 
policy, encouraged specialists to settle and linked messina, where the 
working and dyeing of silk was accorded a privilege of 1292, albeit unsuc-
cessfully, with Palermo: the order of the “umiliati” were invited around 
1310 to open a workshop-school in the palace of the slaves, alongside the 
royal Palace, and an aqueduct was built in order to drive their fulling-mill. 
from 1322 to 1329 the city entrusted the genoese merchant alafranchino 
gallo with the task of building a manufactory for woollen cloth, granting 
him a series of privileges and subsidies. this was an industrial and fiscal 
development modelled on that attempted in majorca, a quality drapery 
realised through the initiative of a weaver from Perpignan, in 1302, reliant  
upon the immigration of artisans from languedoc and tuscany. the 
modernity of the venture was altogether remarkable: given the absence of 
any artisanal network or of a consolidated “art,” the municipality planned 
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an integrated system of manufacture housed in a single building. the lack 
of any customs protection caused the project to fail: such open trade poli-
cies, necessary for promoting grain exports, and the low levels of rights 
(cassia of 3%) contrast with the foresight of the majorcans, who had been 
bolstered also by the intensification of agriculture in the balearic islands, 
a development fostered by a plan for rural urbanization and for coloniza-
tion. it would be wholly spontaneously, and in an unplanned manner, 
that an industrial development would emerge, with devastating conse-
quences, in the second half of the 14th century.

The Sugar Industry, a Squandered Opportunity

the sugar industry, at any rate after 1350, was in the hands of grocers 
bereft of financial resources. it was grafted on to the artisanal activities 
linked to the oil-presses: single grindstones served to crush the canes, and 
cauldrons of boiling water to cook the pith. initially small “trappeti” pro-
liferated, in the garden zones and on empty plots. then, around 1380, the 
injection of financial capital led to an increase in the number and above 
all the size of the refineries, which would each have several grindstones, 
several cauldrons and several fires. Palermo was thus introduced to an 
industrial civilization more polluting than the textile industry of the “blue 
nails” of flanders or of florence. the resulting noise, smoke and passage 
of carts laden with sugar cane and firewood, the steady stream through 
the streets of detritus—be it the husks from the canes, the molasses or 
the manure—threatened the beauty of the city and the majesty of the 
king. in 1417, the municipality had no choice but to regulate the traffic of 
carts in Palermo. 

sugar cane, which was at first restricted to the quarters which ran from 
san giovanni dei lebbrosi to maredolce and to santo spirito, along the 
oreto, and to the environs of the cuba and the Zisa, was triumphantly 
extended at the beginning of the 15th century. all the irrigable contrade 
were taken over. in 1408, the area of the plain so occupied amounted to 
eighty salme, one hundred and forty hectares, and this brought about a 
complete change in the rural landscape. the water, which had first of all 
been meagrely distributed to the gardens, was now transported every-
where. the terrain was now intensively cultivated, and to excess: the 
cane exhausted the soil in a matter of years, even if it received regular 
piles of manure. around 1430 the Palermitan entrepreneurs had to find 
new fields, at the expense of the city’s gabelles: at carini, at ficarazzi, and 
along the coast, at trabia, at san nicola di bendormi. the capital invested 
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and the initiative derived from Palermo, and roads were opened in order 
to transport the refined sugar into the city, so as to prevent the caricatori 
from loading it directly on to the ships. in 1453 the galleys belonging to 
the treasurer Jacques cœur thus took from the caricatore of san nicola 
di bendormi, between trabia and solanto, and loaded up the sugars of  
sir tommaso crispo. 

the levels of investment required were very high. indeed, around 1370 
there is evidence of a major industry run by the great houses of the patri-
ciate (abbatellis, d’afflitto, crispo, Paruta, speciale, Ventimiglia) and 
financed by sales to the genoese merchants, who exported the sugar as 
far as flanders. according to accounts dating from 1472–73, a refinery that 
cost 1500 florins to build could treat some 19,000 salmes of cane, burning 
152 tons of wood, and over 25,000 faggots, and producing in the process 
over 3143 loaves of sugar. disregarding the fixed costs, such as the leasing  
of the trappeto, expenses rose to 300 onze, or 1500 florins, of which 116 onze, 
or 40%, went in wages, and 26.4% in fuel. the financing of the sugar cane 
fields and of the refineries involved the systematic raking in of reserves:  
in 1436 the protonotary leonardo de bartholomeo borrowed fifty onze 
from the archbishop of monreale. sugar manufacture thus accelerated 
the circulation of capital within the upper reaches of the aristocracy, who 
went into debt, in a calculated fashion, in order to develop this crucial 
economic base. Palermitan aristocrats mortgaged their properties using 
the privilege of repurchase mechanism, and then sold off some quit-rents  
in order to finance the sugar refineries. archbishop simone bologna acted 
thus in 1453, for the sum of fifty onze. this scramble for funds finally led 
to the censo bollato or soggiogazione, legitimized by a papal bull, the sale 
of additive rents burdening a property with a constituted and redeemable 
rent, like the censal of catalonia, which was fixed at 8.33%; in sicily the 
censo bollato stood at 10%; the miglacio family thus borrowed 156 onze 
in 1450, having sold a rent of 15 onze 19 tarì in order to sustain his sugar 
cane enterprise, or arbitrium, and his “trappeto.” such entrepreneurs  
had shifted from a real estate transaction to what was simply a transfer 
of credit. 

the sugar industry attracted a steady stream of immigrants, specialists  
in irrigation and in the industry itself, sugar producers and refiners, and 
precipitated technological innovation, for example, the building by the 
catalan architect antoni Zorura in 1443–44 of the huge aqueduct of 
ficarazzi, or the invention by an engineer from cremona of machines 
for crushing the canes. like the madrague tuna-fishery, the sugar cane 
served to stimulate production: first of all the ceramics industry, from 
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the fashioning of sugar moulds, which were smashed once the loaf had 
coagulated and hardened, then the production of bricks, which were rare 
and expensive in sicily, for the ovens; it also required huge grindstones, 
hardwood planks for the presses, and copper cauldrons and hemp sacks, 
attracting itinerant coppersmiths who patched up the cauldrons and cre-
ating a demand for raw materials that were rare and quickly exhausted. 
the industry imported huge quantities of firewood: in 1417 the twenty-
six “trappeti” operative in the city required 1675 tons of logs. the wood, 
chiefly consisting of cork-oak in enormous lengths, weighing forty kilo-
grams, was brought in by sea from the mountains of san calogero, from 
bonfornello, from the madonies, from the nebrodes, and from Partinico, 
with from forty to eighty tons on each ship, and up to 160 and 480 tons. 
the fuel was unloaded and stacked up on the Piano della marina, and 
then distributed. the mountains suffered deforestation while the fields 
for their part were exhausted. in 1393 only sixteen hectares in the conca 
d’oro had been devoted to sugar, but the area would increase tenfold, 
rising to 162 hectares by 1416, a first peak, although it had then fallen to 
sixty hectares in 1437. 

sugar had altered the rhythms of agricultural life and of industrial work 
by imposing an intense nocturnal activity, as required by the irrigation 
and the uninterrupted work in the refineries. there was no longer any 
dominical rest, and high wages rewarded the workers involved, while a 
rational use of the religious traditions of the Jews meant entrusting them 
with the crucial sunday shifts, taken on in exchange for the sabbath day. 

The Madragues Tuna-Fisheries

the huge enterprises involved in catching the tuna—known as madragues 
tuna-fisheries—existed in great numbers around Palermo, having been 
established in the 12th–13th century, with some being located in the port 
itself, at san giorgio and at arenella. others were established in the 15th 
century, at sferracavallo, mondello, and at capicello/sant’erasmo and 
sant’elia. conditions were safer close to the great city and one might seek 
protection in the towers built as places of refuge by the commune. during  
the active months, from may to July, the population of the madrague 
tuna-fishery included hundreds of men, fishermen, tonnaroti, porters who 
carried the tuna to the apindituri where the fish were hung and cut up, 
salters, specialists in the soubresade of the eggs, and persons employed 
in service in the “loggia,” including wet coopers, storekeepers, cooks and 
pantlers. a special butcher’s shop worked for this small, ephemeral town. 
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among these men were numerous immigrants, freedmen, slaves habitu-
ated to the difficult tasks required of them and numerous Jews expert in 
salting and in the work on the eggs. Wages, which doubled between 1328 and 
1440, were high, 40–45 tarì a season, 80 to 90 carlins of silver and up to three 
onze for the capimastri and the technicians responsible for pickling. the 
madragues tuna-fishery constitute an example of an embedded economy,  
with their own hierarchies dominated by the patriarchal authority of the 
raisi, founded on competences handed down within the same families 
for generation after generation. as in the case of fishing, the organization 
was carried out a li parti, with customary shares allotted to the raisi (3 to  
5%), the capiguardia (17 or 19%, plus one fish per boat and half of the 
eggs), the sailors, but also to those who supplied the anchors and the nets. 
everyone sold on their fish, immediately, just as soon as the contract was 
sealed, to the salters’ companies. but shares in the partnership (divided 
into 24 company carats) had also to be sold to those who arranged for the 
increasingly necessary financing of the fishing industry. 

the madragues tuna-fishery had to mobilize high levels of capital. thus, 
in 1415, solanto was valued at 5500 florins in fixed capital. the nobles 
(milite in 1323, calvellis in 1350, doria in 1383) gave ground to the mer-
chants and moneychangers of the 14th century: in 1328 manfredi bocca-
dorzo was thus gabellotto of the madrague of the arenella in collaboration 
with a raisi from trapani, at the head of 46 sailors. in the 15th century, it 
was families from the patriciate who specialized, the mastrantonio at san 
giorgio and in the arenella, the bellacera at isola delle femmine and at 
solanto, the omodei at sferracavallo, the baiamonte at solanto. the risks 
were high: antonio crapona and giovanni bonconte thus went bankrupt 
at isola delle femmine in 1451. the great tuna-fisheries caught around  
1000 tuna a season, producing 951 barrels at san giorgio in 1428, with 
some 38 tons of high quality meat, valued at 315 onze, 1575 florins, and 
500 barrels at solanto in 1440, with twenty-two tons of flesh requiring over 
15 square metres of salt. the income followed the general curve of the  
Palermitan economy, with a long contraction up until the recovery around 
1450: at solanto, it thus fell from 230 onze in 1381 to 250 in 1396, and to 150 
in 1451 before climbing back up again to 180 onze in 1455.

exports of salted tuna, though still modest, with a few thousand barrels 
going to liguria, tuscany, rome and naples, and even to avignon and 
the maghreb, sustained production and took over from the demand of 
sicilian consumers. muleteers transported huge quantities of rock salt to 
the madragues tuna-fisheries, mainly from cammarata, and Palermo also 
imported a little sea salt from ibiza and sardinia. the city was also an 
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important market for material equipment: it supported an active artisanate, 
which produced nets, ropes, barrels and cork floats. fruitful outlets which 
paid well, and also played a part in fostering the economic development 
of the hinterland, since muleteers brought in wine, grain, salt, and small 
livestock on foot, with an abattoir adjoining the tuna-fishery.

the upper economy

The Political Conjuncture

from 1239 the sicilian state had elaborated a veritable economic policy 
based upon the construction of a second tier of taxation founded upon 
export royalties for wheat, paid as custom dues on exports. the starting-
point was a letter from frederick ii of 12 november 1239 which reduced 
the export royalty from one third of the price of the wheat to one fifth. 
between 1270 and 1280, a rapid phase of expansion saw sicilian grain 
exports climbing from 30,000 to 80,000 salme, that is to say, from 80,000 
to 220,000 hectoliters, 2/3 of wheat and 1/3 of barley; export attained 
early one twentieth of overall production, one twelfth to one tenth of the  
production suitable for breadmaking, but the tax burden remained heavy: 
7 ½ tarì per salma when demand was weak, 9 tarì in 1276–77 when it  
was strong.

after 1282, and in order to finance their wars, the aragonese of sicily  
systematically lowered the price of the export royalty to 3 and 4 tarì per 
salma. around 1338, the royalty represented 42.3% of the price of the wheat 
when conditions were favourable, but the very weak price of sicilian corn 
allowed it to remain competitive. Whereas the angevins of naples went 
into partnership with the great florentine companies in order to establish 
a genuine monopoly, the aragonese devised a quite deliberate export 
policy: the choice of a low royalty took the export share to over 10%  
of production in 1307–1309 (50,000 salme, 137,500 hectoliters), to 30%  
in 1407–1408 (352,000 hectoliters), to 31% in 1455–56 (266,000 hectoliters); 
in these exceptional years, they went beyond the 15% percentage, which 
remained stable between 1550 and 1590. around 1407, the monarchy antic-
ipated average exports of 250,000 hectoliters per year; the low averages 
during the following decades, 80,000/110,000 hectoliters, would prove a 
great disappointment, and this would continue until around 1455, when 
confidence returned after a revival, and average of 250,000 to 265,000 
hectoliters. sicily had managed to retain its market share, whereas other 
export structures were collapsing, such as sardinia, which had exported 
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between 50,000 and 80,000 hectoliters before 1360, and Puglia which went 
as high as 600,000 or more in 1311 and still attained 375,000 hectoliters  
in 1329. 

Palermo as a Commercial Centre: The Instruments of its Success

A Centre for Chartering and Insuring Ships

Whereas messina had from the 12th century taken on the role of a port 
of call and of a technical platform for the routes to the east, Palermo had  
more or less constantly been a centre for the chartering and insuring  
of vessels, and also an important grain market. Palermo marketplace, 
the meeting-point of the merchants from the italian, and then from the 
catalan, cities, had been one of the laboratories of the mediterranean 
economic world. the new commercial and financial instruments were 
in evidence there at an early date.6 the payment instruments, there as 
elsewhere, enabled merchants to compensate for monetary dearth. the 
letter of change made its first appearance in Palermo as early as 1309; 
changes and rechanges developed from 1340 onwards and made it possi-
ble to finance commercial ventures. but financial instruments only began 
to flourish in the 15th century in close association with the needs of the 
court of alfonso V at gaeta, and latterly at naples. bank current accounts 
developed from the end of the 14th century, enabling payments by girata, 
or from one account to another. merchants, patricians, artisans and agri-
cultural entrepreneurs all had accounts with the Pisans of Palermo. We 
have evidence of dicta, or bank to bank transfers, as early as 1436 in the 
upper echelons of the administration and amongst financiers at court. 
Payment using scripta as compensation, without cash, made possible an 
embryonic form of “clearing” between creditors at one and the same bank, 
without however “dry” exchange being established. one should also note 
the absence of consolidated debt, of a Monte on the florentine model, for 
lack of a strong central urban authority.

being signs of a recurrent monetary penury, barter and payment in 
kind were instruments which had a modest but permanent use, as when 
imported cloths were exchanged for the wheat and cheeses stockpiled 
by the local merchants and by barons. thus, in 1442, giovanni insinga, 
a florentine merchant, exchanged goods with the genovese giovanni  

6 ranieri Zeno, Documenti per servire per la storia del diritto marittimo nei secoli XIII e 
XIV (turin, 1936).
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barbarussa of Portovenere, the owner of a ship anchored in the port, 
receiving 1,000 salme of wheat, which the latter would load at licata, in 
return for cloths and iron to the value of 2166 florins.

The Transporters’ Relay

the sicilian economy’s great opportunity lay in its dependence upon the 
most convenient form of transport, in size and in speed, namely, naval 
transport. the galley, with limited tonnage, less than 130 tons in fact, was 
still used in the strife-ridden conjuncture of the end of the 13th century, 
but then yielded to ships with rounded sterns, naves, with a higher ton-
nage, from 200 to as much as 500 tons, capable of using the lateen sail in 
order to sail into the prevailing winds, from the north and the north-west. 
but it was the early adoption of the “bayonnais” cogue, with square sail 
and stern-post rudder, which sustained the crucial rise in the production 
and trading of grain, from 1320 onwards; a large cogue carried 3000 sau-
mata of grain, or 8250 hectoliters, 630 tons. Palermo regularly welcomed 
nations which were pioneers in the field of naval transportation, and their 
initiatives were reflected in the fleet of grain ships which were anchored 
in the port: the catalans and the cogue at the end of the 13th century, the 
genoese and the panfilo, which was lighter, around 1350, and which was 
a response to the crisis in the demand for grain and to the diversification 
in sicilian trade, sugars, tuna, cheeses, and then the basques at the end of 
the 14th century, with new vessels, such as brigantines, baleners, caravels, 
and finally the ragusans, when large carriers were once again necessary, 
given the renewed demand for big grain cargoes.

the Palermitan merchant milieu had effective instruments at its dis-
posal: a safe haven, the port served as a refuge where the exporting nations 
could pass the time between the purchase of the wheat and its actual 
delivery to the waterside. it was, however, small, scarcely more than 150 
metres in diameter. trading vessels cast anchor outside, in front of the 
church of santa lucia, without any very great protection. the construction 
of a mole, planned in the original phase of expansion, in 1331, would only 
be realized between 1440 and 1460 by the benedictine fra giuliano maiale 
and would cost over a thousand onze. decorated with antique columns, 
it became one of the attractions of the city. the lack of quays also meant 
that goods had to be transported in lighters and that barcaroli and dockers 
(bastasii) were intensely busy, forming a powerful pressure group, capable 
in 1422 of wrecking the already half-completed project of a wooden wharf 
which would have made it possible to load boats up directly.
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the port of Palermo, separated from the massarie by the chain of moun-
tains framing the conca d’oro, was not an outlet well-suited to the cereali-
culture of the Val de mazara; the harvested grain was in fact transported to 
the export ports on mules. there were therefore ports and caricatori closer 
to the Palermitan mandre and massarie which served as outlets, namely, 
termini and castellammare del golfo. notarized contracts also provided 
for more distant loadings, throughout the whole extent of the sicily of the 
latifondo, in sciacca, agrigento, licata. frustrated by the inconvenience 
of the road system, the fair at Palermo never enjoyed as much success as 
the one at messina; permission for it being granted in 1348, in order to  
remedy a quite terrifying set of circumstances, and lasting a month 
on either side of the festival of saint cristina (24 July), it coincided  
neither with the actual availability of the harvest, which was ready only 
in september, nor with the arrival of the cloth and merchandise that the 
sicilians bought, such as french and flemish cloth, milanese weapons, 
and latterly catalan fabrics, all of which were disembarked in the spring. 

The Melting-Pot

a homogeneous quarter grew up around the port, at the foot of the 
amalfitania in the 12th century, on either side of the street of the Pisans in 
the 13th century. there were no longer any “national” streets, for the quar-
ter was a melting-pot, particularly in linguistic terms: coexistence permit-
ted the exchange of information and of goods. this quarter, Porta Patitelli 
or conceria, held most of the shops and warehouses: in the 14th century, 
80 out of some 130 accounts refer to it, whereas only a dozen or so refer to 
the cassaro, the former commercial centre from the 11th-12th century, and 
fourteen to ballaro, the market of the albergheria. there was apparently  
less concentration in the 15th century, when the aristocracy chose to 
move downhill and reside closer to the port, and the shops spread out into 
the other quarters, mainly in the albergheria, while the warehouses were 
still clustered around the port. the lodges were the heart of the merchant 
quarter, that of the Pisans, attested as early as the 13th century, then that 
of the genovese and of the catalans, evidence for which is available to 
us from 1300. the personnel in such institutions were supposed to sup-
port the efforts of their fellow nationals, two “nunzii,” one of whom was 
a sworn broker, for the lodge of the catalans, one ship-broker, agusto de 
lecceriis of Pavia, in 1351, himself a small-scale lender, in the lodge of the 
genoese. consulates resolved conflicts within each “nation” and defended 
its interests and those of persons under their jurisdiction, that of the  
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catalans, attested since 1292, and that of the genoese, from 1309 onwards; 
other forms of representation were ephemeral, set up in response to  
sudden influxes of sailors and merchants, narbonnais and neapolitans in 
the 14th century, florentines, the french of Jacques coeur and Venetians 
around 1450.

a network of brokers, sansari or mediani, specialized in the sale of 
slaves, in banking or in the sugar industry. they numbered 41 in 1389. 
they were flanked by public vendors, male and female, and counted Jews, 
neophytes, Pisan and catalan immigrants, all officially sworn in and vested 
with fides publica. What marked them out and what they had in common 
was experience and technical expertise, a good knowledge of the market 
and of the products. as everywhere else, they were excluded from actual 
trading, whereas innkeepers for their part were debarred from brokerage. 
other mainstays of commercial activity, the moneychangers, campsores or 
bankerii, either sicilian or of tuscan origin or even amalfitan, belonged to 
reputable families, of notaries or of canons. We witness their involvement 
in the retail business—as was the case with, for example, biagio de arenis, 
between 1360 and 1377, a man who traded in pepper, cloth and cattle—
and in agricultural ventures and in the running of the communal finances, 
as was the case with manfredi boccadorzo, who was of Pisan extraction, 
who owned a massaria and who, in 1329, took on lease the gabelles of the 
Secrezia, and of the municipality, for over 5500 onze. 

Whereas Palermitan women rarely ventured outside their homes or 
beyond their alley, and were excluded, with the exception of a few laun-
dresses, from the world of work, the market economy did in the end bring 
about the emergence of businesswomen, innkeepers in charge of fondaci, 
whose role was hardly an honourable one, “public vendors,” or brokers, 
who, little heeding their own honour, would pay visits to private resi-
dences and propose the selling of haberdasher’s wares.

The Merchant Centre, an “Offshore” Milieu

the Palermitan trading milieu was composite and ever-changing: between 
1300 and 1350 it was dominated by the ingenuity and organizational skills 
of the many tuscans, from Pisa or from florence, but was also host to 
the citizens of the smaller tuscan cities, who accounted for one-quarter 
or one-third of the total number of foreign merchants. they clustered 
around the agents of the great florentine companies, Peruzzi, bardi and 
acciajuoli, and of more modest companies also, gambacurta of Pisa, 
guidalotti of florence, cambi of siena. in imitation of the tuscans we 
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find the catalans, who were less numerous (around 20% of the merchants 
based in Palermo) and less effective, and had a number of less powerful 
hubs, among them the mitjavila and spaer companies, Vall and sabastida, 
Puigvert, molins and cabanell, and sa fortea. in the main, though, com-
mercial activity depended upon artisanal in commendam contracts, wares 
being given to a trader to be sold abroad for a reward of 25%. everything 
changed, however, around 1350. in an economic downturn the tuscans 
were shaken by the liquidation of the great companies, and the lasting 
breach between sicily and avignon prevented the banking companies from 
taking root; the genovese, political allies of the chiaramonte government, 
forged close ties with the Palermitan merchant milieu, without however 
establishing an enduring presence, but basing their activities on the soli-
darity of the “albergo,” on informal cooperation and on letters of procu-
ratory. at the end of the century, after the peace with naples and the 
monarchical restoration, the weight of the catalan presence, in terms of 
merchant numbers, began to make itself felt, but, for want of large amounts 
of capital, they left the crucial trade to a revived tuscan milieu, consist-
ing in the main of Pisans, who were resident in Palermo and sicilianized. 
the Palermitan milieu functioned as a melting-pot: tuscan families close 
to the administration (d’afflitto, aiutamicristo, de benedictis, crapona, 
falcono, gaetani, la grua, Paruta, settimo), cloth sellers (cisario, gra-
ciano), notaries (bonconti, brixia, rustico), jurists (bologna, omodei) and 
artisans collaborated closely with the Jewish entrepreneurs (cusintinu, 
cuynu, taguil).

largescale commerce in part eluded the market: the “stock exchange” 
in sicilian corn was a complex phenomenon, since one had first to make 
contact with the lords, and then buy royalties at the court. but the  
merchant milieu, once it had regrouped, exchanged information and 
goods: without appearing to be an “international republic of money,” 
Palermo presented precocious examples of understandings between the 
great merchants of the various competing “nations.” in the 15th century, 
insurance policies regularly joined together a cluster of Pisan and catalan 
merchants in order to guarantee the voyage of a ship leaving Palermo or 
a caricatore.

this merchant milieu, which had developed of its own accord, did not 
depend upon the presence of the court. it was sufficiently large and cohe-
sive to manage itself to some degree, and to create its own mercantile law: 
of eighty known commercial disputes, only four ended up in court, at the 
gran corte, which pronounced three resolvent sentences and entrusted 
the fourth to an arbitrator. twenty other controversies were submitted 
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to arbitration, four to a consular court, between compatriots, eight to 
arbitrators chosen within the “nation,” eight others to neutral arbitrators 
or to a jury combining eminent members of two “nations.” investigation 
was conducted a la mercantisca, it was rapid, judgements were dictated 
according to equity pure and simple and, save where an appeal was made 
to the gran corte, they were readily accepted. commercial law therefore 
followed practice, partly codified at amalfi and at barcelona, rather than 
the Customs of Palermo or the Constitutions of the kingdom. its unification 
made it possible to set up a merchants’ consulate, in 1440, entrusted then 
to two Palermitans, one of whom was of Pisan origin. the effects of the 
contradictory privileges of the merchant “nations” were thereby allayed, 
and in 1312 the main merchant nations, genoese, catalan and sicilian, 
were put on an equal footing.

Exchange and the Circulation of Money

The Portal of Western Sicily 

the merchants purchased in Palermo the fruits of cerealiculture and 
stockbreeding, grain and cheeses, intended for export, but the city was 
only to a very limited degree the loading port by which purchases were 
conveyed in transit: according to the Portolano registers, barely 1% of the 
wheat exported from sicily in 1407–1408, in 1455–56 and in 1460–61, 1 to 2% 
according to the contracts of sale and of charter. only small cargoes left 
the port, on rudimentary craft, from 50 to 150 saumata, and small boats, 
up to 400 saumata. the big cargoes merely stayed for a period until going 
to the embarkation port. crossing the mountains was an expensive busi-
ness: transportation costs climbed to a little over one third of the price of 
the corn at production and on average accounted for 28.75% of the cost 
of the wheat delivered to Palermo, while it only accounted for 10% of the 
cost of the cheese delivered for embarkation. a mountain crossing cost 
the same as naval transport from Palermo to naples, to Pisa or to genoa, 
between 21% and 23% of the price of the grain at Palermo, depending 
upon the decade in question, a little less than for barcelona, where it 
would be 28% to 31%. conversely, it was from Palermo that two thirds 
of the barrels of tuna exported by the island were shipped in 1407–1408, 
along with virtually all, that is, 97%, of the sugar, some 51 tons, and also a 
small part, 4.6%, of the cheese, some 17 tons. furthermore, according to 
the testimonies of the notarized contracts, the port of Palermo had a sus-
tained role in exporting cheese: 52% of the quantities sold and exported 
from sicily before 1400 and almost 43% between 1400 and 1460.
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Palermo was on the other hand the main portal and point of transfer 
for imported products, and first and foremost for cloth, but it was not 
the only one. a proportion of the cloth also went by way of messina;  
Palermitan notarial records allow us to draw up a map depicting the redis-
tribution to the drapers of the “estates” of the cloths imported through 
Palermo: prior to 1350 it extended across the entire Val de mazara and 
as far as Piazza and castrogiovanni, then it shrank, and was limited to 
trapani, alcamo, corleone and to the madonies; up until around 1400, the 
economic conjuncture was mediocre, betokening an enduring crisis for 
Palermo. the market opened up again in the 15th century, leaving to mes-
sina only north-eastern sicily, from catania to cefalù, with Valdemone 
for its part expanding rapidly; messina then accounted for one third. at 
the end of the century, in 1492, at the time of the expulsion of the Jews, 
statistics recording Jewish drapers’ purchases from the wholesalers of  
Palermo show that the capital’s commercial reach extended as far as syra-
cuse, whilst messina and Palermo were rivals in the supplying of catania, 
castrogiovanni, Piazza and Paternò. demographic development and the 
enrichment of the island sustained rising cloth imports into the capital, 
from 17,000 onze (85,000 florins) in 1407–1408 to an average of 28,140 onze 
(140,700 florins) between 1466 and 1474, and to 56,680 onze in 1496–97.

The Commercial Reach of Palermo

a network of small town merchants, drapers and haberdashers, and a few 
grocers gravitated around Palermo, selling reexported goods and collecting 
cheeses and grain. the draper merchants of Palermo drew up agreements 
with local notables, notaries and petty nobles, with tuscan traders in the 
first half of the 14th century, and latterly with the Jews, in order to set 
up cloth shops, and to buy wheat and cheeses. these contracts delineate 
vast swathes of sicily: calatafimi, castrogiovanni (enna), girgenti (agri-
gento) and termini in 1307–1309, alcamo, cammarata, castrogiovanni, 
giuliana, Polizzi, terranova (gela), troina in the 14th century, girgenti 
and salemi at the beginning of the 15th century. high levels of invest-
ment were involved, 40, 50, 100, 140 onze, from 200 to 700 florins. in 1351, 
the post mortem inventory of gregorio denti, a merchant draper, offered 
an opportunity to describe the geographical area, which was larger still, 
covered by his sales and partnerships entered into: his coffers held only 
a little over 22 onze and cloth to the value of 20 onze, but his credits, 31 
in all, amounted to some 162 onze, 90% of his fortune; his most impor-
tant credits were at mineo (80 onze), at salemi (thirteen onze), at Polizzi 
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(seven onze), with more modest ones at caltagirone, and he had invested 
a capital of 35 onze in a partnership at troina; we also know that he had 
sold cloth to a Jew from djerba. 

starting in Palermo, Palermitan traders, some sicilian but most of them 
foreigners, and these latter more numerous and more active, had put in 
place a network of more or less regular relationships brought to light 
through letters of payment, and later through letters of change addressed 
to correspondents. a space was created, limited at first to the central  
mediterranean and sustained by the tuscan companies : genoa, Pisa,  
cagliari, tunis, gabes around 1310; economic ties with naples were then sun-
dered, but strong links survived with the maghreb, and more modest ones 
with catalonia. the emergence of majorcan merchants, around 1320, added  
majorca, Perpignan and narbonne to this network, whilst the maghreb 
passed into the background. to judge by the testimony of the Pratiche 
de mercatura, particularly those of Pegolotti, the sea then opened up to 
Palermitan trade a truly vast world, stretching from the tyrrhenian and 
the iberian levant to romania, anatolia and the genoese crimea, and to 
cyprus and syria, destinations that genoese overseas notaries confirm. 
after 1340, the collapse of the great florentine companies and the fading  
of the catalan, the genoese, backed by a system of flexible letters of  
procuratory, reestablished a general circulation of goods between tunis, 
tripoli, rhodes, gaeta, naples, bonifacio, Valencia, montpellier and  
avignon. around 1370, peace made it possible to reestablish relations with 
naples and calabria, while the regular passage of Venetian galleys from 
flanders established the first links with seville, sanlucar de barrameda, 
bruges and southampton, where they carried Palermitan sugar. in the first 
half of the 15th century, the return of tuscans, Pisans, and then florentines, 
backed by new instruments of credit (“dry exchange”), from 1430 onwards, 
extended this network still further: basel, where the council was meeting, 
rome, lucca, geneva, montpellier, constantinople and alexandria. 

Towards an “Extra-Territorial” Economy

these long-range exchanges were no longer necessarily centred upon 
Palermo. banking and insurance, in particular, rendered themselves inde-
pendent of the places of residence of the merchant-bankers: in 1443, an 
insurance policy was thus contracted by a catalan with a group of Paler-
mitan insurers on a cargo which was to go from naples to cagliari, and 
then to majorca, barcelona and Valencia. 
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the war of conquest waged in the kingdom of naples by alfonso the 
magnanimous gave rise to intense economic and financial activity: it was 
through Palermo that the fiscal drain passed, guaranteed by the Pisan 
bank, a bank of exiled and stateless persons, associated with the catalans. 
the circulation, by means of letters of change, of the sums needed for the 
conquest of naples preempted the exit of precious metals from sicily and 
the recriminations of the parliaments. the transit by way of Palermo of 
weapons, gunpowder, horses and provisions for the army sustained the 
circulation of countless letters of change. the banks involved were those 
of simone risignano, of Pietro gaetani, of the agliata, of gaspar casa-
saja, and of ranieri aiutamicristo. they multiplied the letters of change 
on gaeta, and then on naples, and the changes and rechanges needed to 
advance money. in 1437 the five great Pisan banks lent the king 6750 onze 
in gold (33,750 florins). in return they were granted a temporary monopoly 
over royal affairs: Pietro afflitto was thus assured of receiving the revenues 
from the Secrezia of Palermo, plus 5000 florins a year. Veritable plurina-
tional banks were thereby created: the Pisan adinolfo del fornaio and 
the catalan denis sarriera thus went into partnership, in 1444, with the 
high-ranking Palermitan civil servant olivo sottile. the monarchy kept 
a close watch on the frequent bankruptcies that occurred, and then set 
up a commission of bankers or of jurists to decide upon the “bankruptcy 
money”, the proportion which would be reimbursed. the bankruptcy 
of denis sarriera, in 1450, was thus a veritable affair of state: the king 
gave orders for the banker to be tortured. after the conquest of naples,  
the treasury, administered by catalans of merchant origin, made virtu-
ally exclusive use of one bank, a neapolitan one, belonging to giovanni 
miroballo, which served it as a deposit bank collected the hearth-taxes, 
advanced it sums of money; it was set up in Palermo and run by the Pisan 
giovanni Vivaia.7 

then, under John ii, there was the war of catalonia; in Palermo it mobi-
lized a new generation of banks, aiutamicristo, mastrantonio, rigio. under 
ferdinand the catholic, state administration and banking continued to be 
closely associated : families of high-ranking civil servants from saragossa, 
conversos devoted to the transnational monarchy, the la cavallarias and 
the sanchez, caused the precious blood of the state, money, to circulate: 
girolamo sanchez went into partnership in Palermo with the lombard 

7 carmelo trasselli, Note per la storia dei banchi in Sicilia nel XV secolo. Parte ii I Ban-
chieri e i loro affari (Palermo, 1968).
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ambrogio levi. together, in 1492–93, they ensured by means of letters of 
payment the transfer of the huge sums which the Jews could not carry in 
cash to the kingdom of naples, the profits from the selling of their inheri-
tances and of their businesses. 

conclusion

the conjuncture of the 14th and 15th centuries was marked by a long 
downwards trend which was not interrupted until around 1450:  the yield 
from the urban gabelles, of which we have very intermittent knowledge 
through receipts registered in the presence of a notary, enables us to 
plot a rough curve combining the various facets of the urban economy. 
however, we do not know what percentage in each case, which anyway 
would have changed, was deducted, and this condemns us to ignorance of 
the overall figure. consumption gabelles, income from which reflects fast  
food catering and prosperity, allow us to glimpse an inflexion around 1350, 
and a steep fall, by one-half, between the beginning of the 14th century and 
1400, when it underwent a slow, uneven recovery without take-off and an 
abrupt decline of over 10% after the expulsion of the Jews. thus the gabelles 
for rapid street repairs, the strificzaria, fell from fourteen onze in 1308–1309 
to nine in 1351–52, only to climb back up to twelve in 1445–48 and to 18 
in 1496–97.

the administrative accounts of the Secrezia, which administered all of 
the royal court’s gabelles, provide a synthesis of the consumer gabelles, 
of the dohana levied on transactions and on the tolls paid at the city gates 
and at the port, together with those paid when exporting secondary goods, 
such as cheese or salted tuna. it climbed to 4700 onze in 1326 and to 4000 
onze the following year. sources are then lacking until 1406–1407, but in 
the first decade of the 15th century we find an average of 4700 onze: the 
spectacular rise in grain exports, and in reexported cloths, together with 
sugar cane gabelle, compensated for weak consumption. like messina, 
Palermo was sustained by the dynamism of its hinterland, by its purchases 
and by successful cerealiculture for export. the surviving receipts then 
indicate an inflexion: 3438 onze on average from 1420 to 1430, 3454 onze 
from 1430 to 1440. recovery later followed, and to a remarkable degree, 
although the urban population hardly grew at all. an isolated figure, 
namely, 7093 onze in 1489–90, suggests a doubling in tax revenues. 

this conjuncture testifies to the stability of an economy founded on 
the draining of landed and fiscal resources, on the abundant consumption 
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of high quality goods, and on the transportation of products, with raw 
materials all, excepting sugar, from the island itself, and with industrial and 
artisanal products imported in huge quantities. the Palermitan economy 
may be interpreted as a success, indeed its prosperity was happily trans-
lated into the urban landscape, into artistic creation and into the city’s 
emergence as one of the pivots of the transnational monarchy of the 
trástamara. We should however not forget the price that was paid for 
such a success, namely, the decline in artisanal production, the aetiolation 
of technical expertise, the perennial effects of a dualism within Palermo, 
and the reinforced weight of the landed aristocracy, all outcomes wholly 
at odds with the programme elaborated after the Vespers by the city and 
the monarchy. 
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introduction. the Formation of a new community at the  
end of the 13th century

the chronological limits of this essay cannot be fixed with absolute preci-
sion, since they are determined by the type of perspective we choose to 
adopt regarding the “social” world of a great city. our point of departure is, 
however, traditional. Despite the new lines of enquiry developed over the 
last twenty-five years, the Vespers, which by tradition serve to cut Sicilian  
history in two (before and after 1282), help us to impose order upon the 
phenomena with which we are concerned. our destination is far less  
easy to pin down, and we therefore need to identify more than one: 1392, 
and the restoration of royal rule, and 1516, which saw the death of Fer-
dinand the catholic (and the definitive, though very troubled, passage 
to a new, wholly “Spanish” epoch), are dates of crucial importance for 
the entire island; as was 1450 for the capital, on account of a revolt that 
reveals much about the social geography of the city midway through the 
15th century.

the social processes that interest us here were not of course deter-
mined by the Vespers as such, indeed some important preconditions had 
been established earlier. in the latter half of the 13th century two discon-
tinuities in the institutional context had occurred. We cannot tell exactly 
when, although it was probably after the middle of the century, the text 
of the customs was drafted, as a system of rules in some way produced 
by the community;1 later, in the angevin period, a tendency arose, which 
after 1282 would become irreversible, to elect the city’s officials and not to 
have them be appointed by the royal court.2 We are concerned here with 

1 the texts were edited, with a commentary, by Vito la mantia, Antiche consuetudini 
delle città di Sicilia (Palermo, 1900); see ennio igor mineo, “norme cittadine, sviluppo isti-
tuzionale, dinamica sociale: sulla scritturazione consuetudinaria in Sicilia tra Xiii e XiV 
secolo,” in Gabriella rossetti, ed., Legislazione e prassi istituzionale nell’Europa medievale. 
Tradizioni normative, ordinamenti, circolazione mercantile (secoli XI–XV) (naples, 2001),  
pp. 341–61.

2 Fabrizio titone, Governments of the “Universitates”: urban communities of Sicily in the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (turnhout, 2009), pp. 18–24.
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two very strong signals indicating the presence of a new form of com-
munity, contrasting with that of the cities in the norman and Swabian 
periods. these discontinuities emerged gradually in the second half of the 
13th century; and yet they seem to be borne out by a documentary “muta-
tion” occurring in Palermo as late as the beginning of the 14th century, 
and involving the sudden appearance of acts produced by local officials 
(and of a rudimentary “archive” of the city as well).

the importance of the Vespers for my argument therefore lies in its 
major consequence, namely, in the formation, together with a new and 
smaller Kingdom, of a different institutional structure, in which the urban 
“peripheries” (amongst them many densely populated centres), took on a 
more prominent, and more independent function than in the past. this 
change concerned the demesne, that is to say, the space common to the 
crown and to almost all the cities, and found expression precisely in the 
self-government of these latter. in this context Palermo’s location within 
the royal demesne is beyond dispute: in the sources, emphasis is often laid 
upon the specificity of the Palermitan urban space as demesnial space, 
distinct from feudal and ecclesiastical space alike. this institutional speci-
ficity was mirrored first and foremost in the rules for the election of offi-
cials, in which process protagonists from the feudal aristocracy could play 
no part.3

this essay is therefore concerned with the impact of the growing insti-
tutional autonomy of a great city upon the characteristic features of the 
wider society or, if you will, with the attribution of a clearer community 
status to one of the most heavily populated urban centres of the penin-
sula (between 40,000 and 50,000 inhabitants in 1277). one symptom of 
this transformation is evident in the change in the city’s form by contrast 
with the norman-Swabian period. the macroscopic differences were two-
fold. Firstly, in place of a multi-ethnic, linguistically plural city we now 
find a centre homogenized under the sign of “latinity.” indeed, the spa-
tial arrangement of the norman city had served to distinguish between 
the inhabitants in terms of a complex series of criteria, first of all lin-
guistic and religious, but the process of christianization and latinization 
(which, at the end of the 12th century, was already under way) had not yet 
defined clearly distinct spheres. at the end of the 13th century (so far as we 

3 See adelaide baviera albanese, “Studio introduttivo,” in lia citarda, ed., ACFUP 3 
(Palermo, 1984), pp. XX–XXiX, ennio igor mineo, “città e società urbana nell’età di  
Federico iii: le élites e la sperimentazione istituzionale,” in Federico III d’Aragona re di 
Sicilia (1296–1337) (Palermo, 1997), pp. 128–31.
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know), this pluralism had not disappeared but it had become somewhat 
attenuated, or its meaning had altered: a significant Jewish presence was 
indeed still in evidence, but the muslims had all but disappeared, and the 
Greeks had been in large measure absorbed. as a consequence of these 
develop ments, such cultural pluralism as remained was within the latin 
and catholic sphere, and was fed by migratory flows from many different 
italian areas (especially from the central and northern cities) and, more 
broadly, from europe (especially from the iberian peninsula). the second 
macroscopic difference concerns the fact that, in place of a composite 
city, consisting of two fortified centres, the cassaro and the Khāliṣa/Kalsa, 
plus three suburbs outside the walls,4 there was now a unified city divided 
into five “quarters,” of which only one, the cassaro, could be traced back, 
spatially and in name, to the islamic and norman past. the other four 
quarters, the Seralcadi, the albergheria, Porta Patitelli and the Kalsa, were 
administratively engendered areas which only in part corresponded to 
the pre-existing territorial units (from the islamic and norman-Swabian  
periods); indeed, their boundaries had been demarcated at a late date 
(probably in the angevin period, when the term “quarter” itself made its 
first appearance).5 the city would retain this same physiognomy up until 
its reinvention at the end of the 16th century.

the aristocratic map in the First half of the 14th century

this space was inhabited by a large population whose characteristics were 
apparently not very formalized. indeed, historians have been struck by 
the relative “informality” of Palermo’s social structure, if compared with 
that of other great european cities. i have in mind here the almost total 
absence of tangible reflections of collective representations deriving from 
the community’s history, the sheer difficulty of recognizing precisely who 
the different social actors were, and the general character of the urban 
microcosm, which, by comparison with other cities at this same date, was 
relatively lacking in corporate structures. 

4 this would seem to be how things were at the time of ibn Ḥawqal’s description in the 
10th century, see adalgisa De Simone, “Palermo araba,” in Storia di Palermo, ii (Palermo, 
2000), pp. 90–98.

5 on these aspects of the city’s reorganization, see elena Pezzini, “articolazioni ter-
ritoriali a Palermo tra Xii e XiV secolo,” MEFRM 116/2 (2004), 729–801, and in particular 
pp. 734–38, 787–90.
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the relatively undefined nature of the social actors could, generally 
speaking, be connected to the fact that between the 13th and the 14th 
centuries the process of constructing a new political arena in the city, one 
based upon the principle of autonomy, had only just begun. the difficulty 
of putting a face to such actors is mitigated the higher up the social scale 
we go, but even the sphere of political pre-eminence has blurred outlines, 
precisely because the rules and roles of the new order still seem, in retro-
spect at any rate, to be in the making. 

in short, there were criteria of individual distinction, or modes by which 
the prestige of some categories were recognised, but Palermo lacked a 
privileged space endowed with sufficiently formalized characteristics. 
the city as such did not produce enduring distinctions between defined 
groups, and, conversely, it was traversed by “external” signs: in particular 
those deriving from the hierarchical order of the Kingdom, inherited from 
the norman-Swabian past, which no matter how precarious or on the  
way to being rewritten, was nonetheless clear-cut, and showed scant 
regard for the urban stage.

the above interpretation is borne out by certain sumptuary norms pro-
mulgated by Frederick iii between the 1310s and the 1320s,6 and again by a 
number of later royal interventions, which were more circumscribed and 
based this time on urban petitions. Frederick iii’s norms were intended 
to apply to the whole Kingdom but, as we shall shortly see, they were of 
particular relevance to Palermo. We can subdivide them into two groups, 
on the one hand statutes 86 to 104, on the other statutes 105 to 107. it is 
best to begin with these latter, which were explicitly addressed to “counts, 
magnates, barons, knights and all those who receive prebends from the 
court”7 and which contain detailed regulations regarding the dress and 
consumption of the feudal lords and their retinues. We are therefore con-
cerned here with the disciplining of the feudal aristocracy, a milieu that 
was fairly well defined, endowed with its own juridical status inherited 
from the norman-Swabian period and, in particular, from the legislation 
of Frederick ii. in this case sumptuary norms do not suppress distinctions, 
indeed, they presuppose them, while at the same time conferring a code 
upon them and imposing restrictions.

6 Francesco testa, Capitula Regni Siciliae, i, Palermo 1741, pp. 88–98.
7 “comites, magnates, barones, milites habentes a curia certam provisionem” (or in 

another, more explicit phrasing, “terram, provisionem, aut stipendia”).
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the first group of norms is based upon a different logic, typical of urban 
milieux, entailing the suppression of luxury, and especially in women. 
Since such a logic does not make provision for exemptions (given that the 
“aristocracy” is disciplined separately), when some exemptions do none-
theless emerge they indicate distinguishing criteria relating to the social 
body that have nothing to do with the traditional aristocratic lexicon and 
that only the cities are capable of generating. in other words, it is obvious 
that this group of norms had been conceived by the urban communities, 
which could well have negotiated them also. upon closer scrutiny we find 
that the above regulations may be divided into three distinct clusters: one 
relating to male clothing (statutes 86–89), one relating to female adorn-
ment (statutes 90–97) and one relating to ceremonies (weddings, the dub-
bing of knights, funerals: statutes 98–104). let us focus, for brevity’s sake, 
on the statute of most interest to us, the first. Statute 87 forbids anyone 
to wear “gilded spurs, and gilded reins, saddle and stirrups, unless he be 
a knight decorated with the chivalric cingulum”; however, “doctores cuius-
cumque professionis, iurisperiti et medici, praedicta, sicut milites, portare 
possint.” these same categories are then said (in statute 88) to be at liberty 
to don the vair; magni burgenses and mercatores, however, may only wear 
it on the head.

We thus learn that some exemptions from the ban upon ostentatious 
displays of luxury in the city were provided for, and that they do not con-
cern the seigneurial aristocracy. Various categories of person were inter-
ested in the considerable symbolic possibilities offered by decoration of 
horses and horsemen and in particular by special items of clothing such as 
the vair: the dubbed knights, of course, but also the doctores cuiuscumque 
professionis, the jurists, the doctors, the magni burgenses et mercatores. 
moreover, some interesting information emerges with regard to the cat-
egory that would seem to be the most prestigious, that of the milites.

this same source represents the milites as an ambiguous category: in 
accordance with the Swabian juridical tradition they constituted the lower 
segment of the feudal hierarchy (belonging to the sphere of “comites, 
magnates, barones, milites,” as we have seen) and were treated in the clus-
ter of statutes relating to this latter, as privileged subjects. but they also 
belonged to the urban world, and here the attributes of the miles lost, in 
part, their exclusivity. in short, according to one group of norms (105–107), 
the milites display marks ostensibly placing them within the feudal hierar-
chy, while according to the other (86–104) they share with other subjects, 
extraneous to the sphere of feudality, a further set of distinguishing marks, 
such as the vair and the ornaments displayed when on horseback, but also 
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the restrictions imposed upon ostentation. For example, statute 86 forbids 
everyone to wear ornaments made of pearls, gold and silk.

it is thus apparent that there existed some privileged social categories 
peculiar to the urban milieu: this aristocracy seems, however, to have 
lacked clear-cut internal demarcations and to have included economically 
prominent groups (magni burgenses, mercatores), professionally qualified  
subjects, lawyers, notaries, bureaucrats. the hierarchical framework that  
emerges is elusive, and the milites formed part of it not as a separate 
segment but as a prestigious condition which eminent individuals could 
attain to, but which was not an obligatory goal.8 chivalric rites were open 
ceremonies. indeed, statute 89 addresses “those who aspire to, and desire 
chivalric honour, whatever their estate or age may be”: these subjects may 
not don the vair, not even on their heads, they may not wear red footwear 
and they may not (as already laid down in statute 87) have, when riding, 
reins, stirrups and spurs decorated with gold (whereas someone not aspir-
ing to the militia may wear the vair on their head).

the assumption of the cingulum would seem therefore to have offered 
an opportunity for social advancement. indeed, a fair number of prosopo-
graphic profiles confirm that it was not unusual to see merchants, notaries 
and urban officials acquiring the militia.9 but this advancement, which led 
neither to the forging of coherent identities, nor to the birth of “chivalric” 
dynasties, was always ambiguous.

in practice, the privileged status of the milites entailed only a small 
number of concrete advantages, in part fixed by law: the right, obviously, 
to bear arms, exemption from some taxes, such as the rare collette (that 
is the direct taxation),10 and the exclusive entrusting to them, according 
to custom, of some prestigious offices, such as that of Praetor of Palermo. 
yet the milites did not even monopolise the offices which were markedly 
military in content,11 nor can we be certain that they were excluded from 
indirect taxation;12 furthermore neither they nor the fief-holders had a 

8 ennio igor mineo, Nobiltà di stato. Famiglie e identità aristocratiche nel tardo medio-
evo. La Sicilia (rome, 2001), pp. 179–84.

9 ibid.
10 Statute 56 of Frederick iii, testa, Capitula, p. 75.
11  in 1328 the captain and justiciar of Palermo was the judge roberto de laurencio, 

ACFUP 5, ed. Pietro corrao (Palermo, 1986), p. 36.
12 the taxation of the milites is taken for granted in a document from 1328: the officers 

of Palermo ask those of corleone to respect the privilege of the citizens of Palermo and 
to exempt the nobilis dominus Giovanni de cosmerio, miles, from being taxed on property 
owned within the territory of corleone (ACFUP 5, pp. 38–40); but the privilege concerns 
Giovanni as civis and not as miles.
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privileged tribunal of their own.13 the ambiguous status of the milites 
therefore derives from the convergence, within one and the same notion, 
of a role—increasingly residual—deriving from the past, and of a current 
practice which rendered the militia an urban phenomenon, that is to say, 
a status to be acquired in the city, individual rather than dynastic, and 
compatible with other forms of influence.14

the other figures who occupied the upper echelons of Palermitan  
society, and who were permitted to use the relevant titles, came from the 
world of administration and of the legal professions. in Palermo, as in 
the other Sicilian cities, the holding of urban offices represented a sure 
path to social advancement: gradually, however, as the framework of the 
magistracies grew more complex, some proved to be more influential 
than others. What strikes us in fact, prior to the emergence of the role of 
jurats, is the uncontested prominence of the judges. they constituted the 
central organ of the communitas, the Praetorian court, and a distinction 
was in fact made between “iuristi” (that is to say, those with jurispruden-
tial expertise) and ydeoti (lacking in this same professional status).15 the 
judges, one and all, maintained their right, once they had issued a man-
date, to be adorned with that title.16 When, however, in 1332, they were, 
like the milites, exempted from the collette, the privilege was understood 
to be for life for the iuristi judges, but only for the period in office for the 
ydeoti judges.17

the sources make it plain that in any case the possession of juridical 
wisdom and expertise, even aside from the question of office-holding, 
brought prestige, distinction even. indeed, all these categories—and the 
notaries must be numbered amongst them—were to be found, along with 
the milites, at the heart of the ceremonial sphere. in documents from the 
age of Frederick iii references are sometimes made to the luminaria held 
on 15 august to celebrate the assumption. on that occasion some catego-
ries of citizen would light their own candle: a document from 1329 refers 
explicitly to the milites, to the iudices et licterati, to the notarii et scriptores 

13 it is easy to find cases of milites and fief-holders being judged by the ordinary tribu-
nal, the praetorian court. For some examples, see ACFUP 5, pp. 9–17, 35–37, 61–69, 180–182; 
ACFUP 8, ed. cecilia bilello and anna massa (Palermo, 1993), p. 143.

14 See D’alessandro, Terra, pp. 128–47.
15 beatrice Pasciuta, “in regia curia civiliter convenire,” Giustizia e città nella Sicilia tar-

domedievale (turin, 2003), pp. 134–47.
16 See D’alessandro, Terra, pp. 134.
17 michele De Vio, Felicis et fidelissimae urbis panormitanae selecta aliquot privilegia 

(henceforth Privilegia), (Palermo, 1706), p. 130; and see Pasciuta, In regia curia, p. 135.
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curie.18 on closer inspection we find that it is the public sphere of the uni-
versitas that is represented in this triple order: that of the milites, whose 
candles weighed twice as much as that of the judges, was indeed the most 
prestigious, but always within a context that sees it referred to the other 
social and professional milieux.

by way of conclusion, the public stage does indeed appear, in the first 
decades of the 14th century, to have been characterized by a marked 
degree of social informality. however, we can discern signs, in the “local” 
institutional sphere then under construction, of a process whereby in 
part new distinctions and roles were being produced. in saying that these 
roles were specifically urban and that they appeared to be neither strictly 
defined nor juridicized, my intention is to stress that they were individual 
roles which could be acquired, not dynastic ones ascribed to some private 
identity (which the sources do not draw attention to, and the institutional 
logic then taking shape does not allow for). Such roles were superimposed 
upon the traditional roles of the supralocal feudal and institutional world, 
whose meanings were thus in part changing. We cannot see this historical 
process close up: but the “internal” form of the city analysed here con-
tinued to cohabit with the “external” powers. indeed, great weight was 
attached, and ever more visibly in the mid-14th century, to subordina-
tion to the powerful seigneurial families, and especially to the family that 
dominated urban space, the chiaromonte, whose “nobility” appeared 
incommensurable with the prestige of the urban aristocracies, to which, 
however, many milites belonged.

Guilds

the document from 1329 does not directly describe the mid-august cer-
emony. another document, however, which is much later (from 1385), 
contains a detailed list of the participants, and poses a problem that we 
cannot solve, given the fact that it makes almost no mention of the social 
categories which had featured in the earlier document. yet the text from 
1385 is important, because it describes the bearers of 58 candles lit for the 
Feast of the assumption:19 alongside those from, the royal court (even 

18 ACFUP 5, doc. 70, p. 128.
19 Vincenzo Di Giovanni, La topografia antica di Palermo dal secolo X al secolo XV, i  

(Palermo, 1889), pp. 84–86. cf. Salvatore leone, “lineamenti di una storia delle corporazioni 
in Sicilia nei secoli XiV–XVii”, Archivio Storico Siciliano 2 (1956), p. 89, n. 33.
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when, bizarrely enough, the throne was empty) and the archbishop, 
appear the candles of 44 professional categories and of the 5 quarters 
of the city. We do not know if this source is wholly reliable; neverthe-
less it does clarify the ceremonial function of the crafts and the quarters, 
which had never been so explicit before, and thereby helps us to orientate  
ourselves on the complex terrain of guild networks, and to understand the 
relationships of solidarity between members of the craft associations.

this time my starting-point is the customs of the city, which contain 
just one article dedicated explicitly to the crafts, number 77.20 it is hard 
to date this article precisely, and all we can say for sure is that it is earlier 
than the end of the 14th century, given that it contains no reference to the 
guilds, which were active, as we shall see, at least from the 1410s. 

the article states that the “artifices omnes mechanicarum artium,” 
whether cives or exteri, can practice “eorum artificium” and work “libere 
absque alique servitude proinde curie facienda.” mention is then made 
of barbers, bankers, and of venditores rerum, invariably confirming their 
freedom to practice. to this list are added the pauperes mulieres who may 
make bread without being obliged to pay taxes, “quantumque turpem ac 
sordidam vitam ducant.” Finally the blacksmiths are mentioned. 

the picture that emerges from this source, and from various others, is 
fairly coherent. in the first place, between the 13th and 14th centuries the 
counterposing of vile and honoured activities did not have practical and 
institutional consequences (as it would once we are well into the 15th cen-
tury). Secondly, we can clearly discern the full freedom of initiative avail-
able to individuals, be they cives or exteri, which was elsewhere a privilege 
of prestigious professional categories.21 indeed, the next article in the cus-
toms, number 78, confirms that there was a free trade regime which was 
incompatible with the presence of guilds vested with monopolistic privi-
leges: “let all the citizens of Palermo be allowed to weigh, sell and acquire 
cheese, meats, wool, hemp, cotton and any other commodity purchased 
wholesale . . . and not be required to pay anything to the court.”22 these 
words sanctioned complete freedom of trade, even in a strategic sector 
such as textile production. to quote a well-known example, when in 1322 
the Genoese alafrankino Gallo sought to embark upon the production of 
cloths he had to reckon not with the local guild organizations (there were 

20 la mantia, Antiche consuetudini, pp. 214–15.
21  in article 68, for example, doctors’ complete liberty to practice is attested (ibid., 

p. 204).
22 ibid., p. 215; see also art. 75 on selling meat retail, ibid., pp. 210ff.
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none) but with the Universitas and with the king. the latter, by way of 
confirmation of what had been decided by the city’s officials, decreed that: 
“alafrankino, together with heirs and partners in perpetuity and other 
foreign workers, and the sons of these latter, practising the same crafts 
alongside him, [should] be free and exempt from any “angaria . . . , from 
royal and personal contributions, from all tolls, from collette, and from any 
other burdens.”23 it is evident that in the 14th century the regulation of 
professional and artisanal activities was at the bidding of officers elected 
on a territorial basis, and the king’s intervention simply ratified the stance 
adopted within the Universitas. thus, when the king, in 1330, endorsed a 
group of statutes referring to the office of catapan,24 which some catego-
ries of artisan and merchant were supposed to abide by, there was not  
a single mention of guild associations. by the same token, article 61 of these 
same customs subordinated the activities of the artifices to the supervi-
sion of the catapans (or maestri di piazza).25

We cannot speak, in sum, of guilds of Palermo in the sense that such 
a term assumes in many mercantile cities in the europe of this period, 
namely, organisational and jurisdictional independence, or the exercising  
of a monopoly over a specific activity. admittedly, there is something 
reminiscent of acts of self-regulation in the reference, again in article 77,  
to a statute of barbers, smiths and blacksmiths. yet only rarely do we 
come across any public trace of situations in which those plying the same 
trade coordinated their activities or displayed solidarity, since such situ-
ations pertain to a “private” sphere, consisting of the culture of work and 
of forms of territorial settlement which do not leave a lasting mark on the 
documentation.26

other details, for example those relating to young mens’ apprentice-
ship contracts, which never mention craft statutes,27 serve to confirm this 

23 De Vio, Privilegia, pp. 82ff.
24 ibid., pp. 114–24.
25 la mantia, Antiche consuetudini, p. 199.
26 For example, we know something about the intense relationships between saddlers, 

see elena Pezzini, Halcia: un quartiere della città di Palermo nel primo Trecento, Doctoral 
thesis in medieval history, università degli studi di Palermo, iX ciclo (Palermo, 2000),  
pp. 293–98. the fact that in 1322 17 saddlers were exempted all at the same time from 
service in the night watch [ACFUP 6, ed. laura Sciascia (Palermo, 1988), pp. 16–17] obvi-
ously had nothing at all to do with even an embryonic corporate structure (given that the 
exemptions were granted to individuals, and not to some association of theirs).

27 cf. Pietro corrao, “l’apprendista nella bottega artigiana palermitana (secc. XiV–
XVii),” in I mestieri. Atti del II Congresso internazionale di studi antropologici siciliani (26–29 
marzo 1980) (Palermo, 1980), pp. 137–44.
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judgement. by the same token, scholars have doubted the actual existence 
of monopolies over activities linked to trade and money-changing.28

it is not until the ordo cereorum of 1385 that we find any evidence for 
clearly distinct and publicly identifiable forms of corporate organization. 
as we have seen, in the list of 58 titulars of candles borne in procession, 
on 15 august, 44 of them represent particular artisanal and professional 
activities. being isolated and differing from the earlier notices of the lumi-
naria of the assumption, such as that of 1329 (which makes no mention of 
artisans’ candles),29 the evidence from 1385 is hard to evaluate. the only 
plausible interpretation would be one that sets it within an open process 
of construction of corporate mechanisms. yet it must have been a drawn-
out process, whose nature we can only guess at. the crafts listed in the 
ordo may have taken part in the ritual, but there is no evidence of their 
being granted any role in the political sphere.

Furthermore, the supposition that in the mid-14th century the for-
mation of more formalized associative structures was an entirely open 
process is confirmed by the first explicit notices of the presence of lay 
confraternities, which appeared sporadically in the 1340s and then with 
slowly increasing frequency.30 

it is therefore no coincidence if it was only at the end of the century 
that the presence of the confraternities appears to be regular, and that, in 
this same period, at the time of the martinian restoration, the first signs 
appear not so much of the self-disciplining of the craft workers (which 
may perhaps have occurred earlier) as their complete incorporation into 
the public life of the city. in 1399 the city asked the king if the sugar-
makers’ consuls might be elected; later, in the 1410s, we come across other 
notices regarding artisan consulates,31 and subsequently actual statutes 
such as those of the silversmiths, approved in 1447, whose importance 
lies in the fact that they confirm, a posteriori, the continuity of the  
ceremonial space attested by the ordo of 1385.32 From then on the process 

28 Stephan r. epstein, An Island for itself. Economic development and social transfor-
mation in late medieval Sicily, Past and Present Publications Series (cambridge, 1992),  
pp. 197–199, 358–60.

29 ACFUP 5, p. 128. there is a note referring to the milites’ candle in 1335 also, see  
ACFUP 6, p. 116.

30 See a list of statements in Vita russo, Il fenomeno confraternale a Palermo (secc. XIV–
XV) (Palermo, 2010), pp. 239–286.

31  henri bresc, Un monde méditerranéen. Economie et societé en Sicile 1300–1450 (rome-
Palermo, 1986), i, p. 212 (table no. 29).

32 Fabrizio titone, “il tumulto popularis del 1450. conflitto politico e società urbana a 
Palermo,” Archivio storico italiano 163 (2005), 56–58.
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of institutionalization of a “general” guild system, representing the whole 
of the artisanal universe, advanced in fits and starts, being completed, 
probably, only after 1460.33

this does not mean that the artisans won full political competence. 
For example, they remained generally outside the local offices, although 
on one occasion, in 1448, the Universitas, or a part of it, regretted that 
the catapans’ role (increasingly entrusted to “homini comuni et ignoranti”, 
namely, workers and artisans) had gone into decline,34 and on another, 
in 1472, within an important corpus of statutes, it stipulated the exclusion 
of the guilds and of the artisans from the office of ydeota judge and, once 
again, from that of catapan.35 yet we certainly observe their presence at 
meetings of the city councils, at any rate from the 1440s.36 indeed, the 
magistri were protagonists, together with the highly variegated populus, 
in the various phases of the 1450 revolt.

now, it was not by chance that in 1451, immediately after the ending 
of the revolt, alfonso approved a statute whereby the representatives of  
the Universitas asked that consuls no longer be elected by the artisans. 
the latter, the petitioners objected, caused tension and conflict whenever 
they took on posts in government, because they were persuni idioti et illec-
terati who often clashed with “his majesty’s ordinary officials and those 
previously mentioned.”37 

of course the consuls did in fact go on being elected,38 even if the epi-
sode of rioting was bound to disrupt the relationship between the nascent 
guilds and the city institutions. however, documents like this enable us 
to grasp that by now, generally speaking, the corporatization of labour 
was well advanced, and that it was not uncommon for local politics, by 
contrast with half a century earlier, to be more or less intensely affected 
by it; but also that it generated tensions which could be very acute, and in 
some cases, including that of Palermo, well documented. 

33 Ferdinando lionti, Delle antiche maestranze palermitane, Palermo 1883; Gabriella 
lombardo, “tra politica ed economia: le corporazioni di mestiere nella Sicilia moderna”, 
in marco meriggi and alessandro Pastore, eds., Le regole dei mestieri e delle professioni. 
Secoli XV, XIX (milan, 2000), pp. 326–45.

34 De Vio, Privilegia, pp. 309 and cf. titone, “il tumulto,” pp. 63ff.
35 De Vio, Privilegia , pp. 388ff.
36 titone, “il tumulto,” p. 58, nota 40.
37 testa, Capitula, i. p. 367.
38 For example, the consul “de li drapperi de li panni” in 1457, ibid., p. 417.
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merchants, Foreigners, citizenship

there were no significant exceptions to this weakly corporate morphology:  
even the strongest professions still lacked a highly formalized and struc-
tured organization. We have seen, for instance, how the merchants appear 
not to have enjoyed a separate jurisdiction. indeed, in 1338,39 and then 
again a century later, in 1442, the Universitas was driven to ask the royal 
court to authorize a merchant tribunal presided over by the praetor 
“advised by two merchants . . . who shall be called consuls,” and if the par-
ties should wish to appeal, “another two or three merchants” elected by 
jurats might intervene.40 

the status of the merchants constitutes another crucial feature in the 
picture we are trying to compose here, not only on account of the influ-
ence commercial brokers brought to bear upon the social fabric of a great 
mediterranean city, but also because reflecting upon their presence raises 
the more general theme of foreigners; indeed, from the foundation of the 
norman kingdom many of the merchants active in Palermo, as in other 
cities in the South of italy, in fact came from distant cities, both italian 
and beyond the alps.

What particularly concerns us is the relationship between this type of 
immigration and urban society, and what precisely such a relationship 
reveals to us about this latter. about the merchants whom the sources 
describe as exteri or foresterii we are especially interested in the meaning  
of their displacement overseas and of their dynamics of settlement (and 
not in that of their circulation around the routes of international trade). 
their mobility had multiple causes, and the “macropolitical” ones (for 
example, Sicily’s transfer after the Vespers into the Ghibelline-aragonese 
camp), though important, ought not to be overestimated. the same 
applies to “macroeconomic” factors. in other words, we cannot suppose 
that brokers’ choices formed part, in the ordinary course of things, of a 
coherent plan of functional relationships between economic regions or 
between actual states. more realistically the merchants’ presence in the 
South facilitated its integration into supra-regional markets, and made 
possible a more effective exploitation of the resources a kingdom such 
as the Sicilian could lay aside, that is agricultural products for which the 

39 De Vio, Privilegia, p. 216.
40 Savagnone, “capitoli inediti della città di Palermo”, Archivio storico siciliano n.s., 26 

(1901), pp. 107–108. the king, alfonso the magnanimous, would in part approve subordinating 
the actions of merchants to the authority of the judge of the first appeals.
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demand (except perhaps in the latter half of the 14th century) regularly 
exceeded the supply.41 moreover, that presence was also a response to a 
comprehensive call for technical competences and skilled labour voiced 
by southern society, in the sector of exchanges and of an already finan-
cialized economy, likewise in the sector of bureaucratic or financial and 
book-keeping competences,42 and, lastly, in that of artisanal and manufac-
turing activities. in short, one of our points of departure in analysing this 
presence is the fact that the Sicilian economy, early integrated into the 
mediterranean market, was not harmed by the activity of foreign brokers. 
the other is the sheer complexity of the social spectrum of immigration.

i would moreover stress that the causes for the merchants’ displace-
ment are better understood through specific individual strategies (both of 
individuals and of collective subjects such as families, commercial part-
nerships etc.) rather than in terms of the “penetration” achieved by an 
undifferentiated community, Genoese or Pisan, which might be thought 
to represent the rational interests of the mother country. on the contrary, 
it was the Sicilian state, that is the crown, that might have an interest 
in availing itself of the financial acumen, the technical abilities and the 
name of many brokers active at an international level. by the same token, 
it was the state which, in its relationships with technicians and financiers 
prepared to be mobile, could filter and give a direction to foreign settle-
ments, encouraging or discouraging them as the case might be, and not 
always applying the logic of a grand international policy.43

Granted these premises, and reverting again to Palermo, it is readily 
apparent how, especially at the beginning of the period that concerns us 
here, the presence in considerable numbers of foreign merchants would 
seem to tally with the weak institutional structuring of the Sicilian cities 
and the fragile identity of its ruling groups, characteristics which made of 
them more open and cosmopolitan places. We have already seen how the 
customs guaranteed complete liberty of economic initiative to the exteri 
also. this freedom of movement found expression in the monopolising 
of some sectors of the local market, but not in the propensity to main-
tain (or to construct) an identity that was separate from the local urban 

41  epstein, An Island to Itself, pp. 284–286.
42 mario Del treppo, “Stranieri nel regno di napoli. le élites finanziarie e la strutturazione  

dello spazio economico e politico,” in Gabriella rossetti, ed., Dentro la città Stranieri e 
realtà urbane nell’Europa dei secoli XII–XVI (naples, 1989), pp. 181–184.

43 ibid., p. 197, Giuseppe Petralia, “i toscani nel mezzogiorno medievale. Genesi ed 
evoluzione trecentesca di una relazione di lungo periodo”, in Sergio Gensini, ed., La 
Toscana nel secolo XIV. Caratteri di una civiltà regionale (Pacini, 1988), pp. 287–336.
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context, that is to say, the identity of those belonging to a foreign nation. 
We should then linger over one of the fundamental aspects of this free-
dom, that is, the minimal difficulty, for a large part of the period we are 
concerned with, of acceding to citizenship, all the more significant when, 
as was the case here, the theatre of operations was a great city. in mer-
cantile centres, such as Palermo, trapani and messina, the high degree 
of receptivity was thus matched by a far from rigid model of citizenship. 
indeed, this model rendered it a simple matter to obtain citizenship, and, 
in principle, did not exclude multi-citizenship.44 on several occasions, in 
the course of the 14th century, the city negotiated with the king over how 
to discipline citizenship: first of all in 1305, Frederick iii confirmed certain 
privileges granted the city by his predecessors, and extended to Palermo 
concessions formerly granted to messina;45 then, in 1335 Peter ii, and 
in 1346 louis ratified these dispensations, clarifying some controversial 
aspects relating precisely to the relative ease of obtaining the civilitas.46

in describing with great precision which subjects enjoyed immunitates 
and libertates, the privilege of 1305 thus tells us just what it meant in 
Palermo to be a civis. the condition of civis referred to those who were 
natives of the city (oriundi) and lived there; to those who came from out-
side (exteri) and married a woman who was oriunda, or to those who 
moved to the city with wives who were not oriunde with animo habitandi 
et morandi and who remained for the space of one year, one month, one 
week and one day; to widows who were exteri but who continued to dwell 
in the city, provided that they did not remarry elsewhere. the attribute 
of civis was thus somewhat changeable, easily acquired but as easily lost. 
those cives, even if oriundi (as specified), who did not have any family and 
intended to live elsewhere, forfeited their enjoyment of the immunitates 
and libertates inherent in citizenship.

the statutes approved by Peter ii in 1335 confirmed the above dispen-
sation, and furnished some additional particulars. First of all, they con-
firmed that it was the universitas that granted civilitas,47 and that what 

44 even if of course the picture is very variable and changes with the passage of time: 
Del treppo, “Stranieri”, pp. 225–27, andrea romano, “la condizione giuridica di stranieri e 
mercanti in Sicilia nei secoli XiV–XV,” in mario Del treppo, ed., Sistema di rapporti ed élites 
economiche in Europa (secoli XII–XVII) (naples, 1984), pp. 113–32, in particular, pp. 128–31.

45 De Vio, Privilegia, pp. 37ff.
46 ibid., pp. 140, 176–78.
47 Which does not rule out the possibility of the crown having granted citizenship as a 

privilege, see henri bresc, “l’étranger privilégié dans les politiques municipales: Palerme 
(1311–1410) et Draguignan (1370–1440),” in claudia moatti and Wolfgang Kaiser, eds., Gens 
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was involved was not the conferring of an irrevocable quality. this is evi-
dent, for example, in the case of the exteri considered “ut panhormitani 
cives,” who in time of war had abandoned their houses and returned to 
the places whence they came, and who therefore had not only renounced 
privileges but also had shirked “velut ingrati” the burdens that member-
ship of the community imposed upon them: their citizenship should be 
revoked, along with their prerogatives and they, once again, “velut exteri 
haberi debeant et tractari.”48 Suppose we compare the norm with one of 
the many routine certifications issued on 6 march 1312 to one orlando 
biricterio. orlando was an oriundus; “for some time now he has been and 
is a Palermitan citizen, having in this same city, a wife, moveable and 
immoveable property, and his own residence, he has participated in the 
burdens and obligations of the city ut civis cum civibus urbis ipsius.”49 We 
thus grasp the key point: the condition of being welcomed as a foreigner 
is, together with an uninterrupted stay and family ties, an effective com-
mitment to sustaining the burdens of the community (in primis paying 
the relevant taxes), and therefore not being an encumbrance. in Sicily, 
as elsewhere, this latter was a recurrent criterion invoked in order to  
recognise who was an integral part of a community. in Palermo too the 
city belonged to those who lived there, and citizenship was above all a 
relationship; the notion of oriundus was itself relative, serving to pin down 
the meaningful relationship between recent immigrants and long-term 
inhabitants. therefore, just as the city was not a community rooted in 
the past—memory of which, not by chance, was not preserved—so too 
citizenship was not a sign of membership in that imaginary community, 
in the community of the ancestors. 

it is thus obvious that this open model of citizenship fostered mobility 
and the taking root of those not born in Palermo, and that, conversely, 
it posed no obstacle to those who came to do business or to lend their 
services while maintaining links with their place of origin. this is why, 
in analysing local society, it is preferable to concentrate more on indi-
vidual trajectories, on the concrete articulation of kinship networks and 
of contacts, either for business or not, between individuals and nuclei of 
brokers, than on the putative (and hard to document) strategies adopted 

de passage en Méditerranée de l’Antiquité à l’époque moderne. Procédure de contrôle et 
d’identification (Paris, 2007), p. 215.

48 De Vio, Privilegia, p. 141.
49 ACFUP 1, eds. Fedele Pollaci nuccio and Domenico Gnoffo (Palermo, 1892 ; anastatic 

reprint 1982), p. 56.
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by specific communities. the study of individual trajectories suggests that 
foreign merchants frequently opted for prolonged immersion in the host 
city, invested in immoveable property and land, sometimes marrying or 
even dying there, and yet they nonetheless might still maintain close or 
intense links with those who had undergone similar experiences. it may 
therefore be no accident that so few traces of the community life of the 
nations remain. We know of lodges and consulates, but nothing, or virtu-
ally nothing, about their functioning as institutions.50

a case that has been much studied, that of the tuscans, confirms the 
above analysis. there had long been a tuscan presence in the South, and 
the ligurians, too, had long been on the move;51 in either case we have 
good cause to go as far back as the norman period. the tuscans, however, 
began to arrive in far larger numbers, readily perceptible from the end of 
the 13th century. What is striking here is the limited solidarity evinced by 
those who moved to Sicily, and their readiness first to extend their stay 
and then to settle, and to take on a role in local public space. between the 
last decades of the 13th century and the first half of the 14th century there 
thus emerged, alongside the great merchants linked more or less directly 
to the crown, a host of middling and small actors who only in some cases 
acted on behalf of companies operating on the international market. Such 
actors came not only from the great cities, such as Pisa, Florence, lucca or 
Siena, but also from many minor centres, and often we encounter them 
not only in Palermo, and in other major trading centres such as messina 
and trapani, but also in communities inland, and involved in traffic of a 
local nature. 

in these latter circumstances it is hard to recover the origin of the indi-
viduals and the defining features of an important community interaction 
that went beyond solidarity between relatives and correspondents. in 
this emigration those who were rapidly assimilated exerted a great deal 
of influence, thereby reinforcing the “latin” cultural tone of the ancient 
islamic island and its capital. in order to comprehend such a long-term 

50 bresc, Un monde, i, pp. 380–90 (and table 78).
51  on the tuscans in Sicily see Giuseppe Petralia, Banchieri e famiglie mercantili nel 

Mediterraneo aragonese. L’emigrazione dei pisani in Sicilia nel Quattrocento (Pisa, 1989), id., 
“Sui toscani in Sicilia tra Due e trecento: la penetrazione sociale e il radicamento nei ceti 
urbani,” in marco tangheroni, ed., Commercio, finanza, ragione pubblica. Stranieri e realtà 
urbane in Sicilia e Sardegna nei secoli XII–XV (naples, 1989), pp. 129–218; on the Genoese, 
and on the presence of other merchant communities in Sicily, see in general Pietro corrao, 
“mercanti stranieri e regno di Sicilia: sistema di protezioni e modalità di radicamento nella 
società cittadina,” in Sistema di rapporti, pp. 87–112.
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phenomenon, the link between mobility and a shift in identity should be 
stressed. this link found expression in concrete opportunities for those 
who took up the challenge of travelling to Sicily, and for those who, in 
tuscany, kept in touch with relatives and correspondents who were active 
in Sicily and whose return could not be taken for granted.

integration into urban society, and likewise into the milieu of its ruling 
groups, therefore did not necessarily require extended stays.52 to give just 
one example, in 1335 the confirmation of citizenship issued to the provi-
dus vir Puccio iacobi, a prominent merchant and on several occasions a 
city official, probably in Palermo since the immediate aftermath of the 
Vespers, defines him as “one of the most honoured and best citizens of the 
city, who, together, with his fellow citizens, took upon himself its honours 
and its burdens.”53

the dynamics of integration were very diverse. there was no clash 
between naturalisation and the tendency of Palermitans who were of tus-
can origin to cluster together. indeed, the one inclination (the propensity 
to live in close proximity) probably facilitated the other. the majority of 
such tuscans, and the Pisans in particular, thus lived in the quarter known 
as the Kalsa, and also in the one next to Porta Patitelli, where, alongside 
the other nations’ lodges, the lodge of the Pisans was to be found.54 nor is 
it an accident that the fulcrum of tuscan commercial activity lay between 
San Francesco, the ruga Pisarum, Porta Polizzi and the port.

as for the Pisans, they were invariably a prominent part of the tuscan 
emigration. their community did, however, acquire particular characteris-
tics from the early 15th century, after Florence’s conquest of Pisa, in 1406, 
and the mediterranean diaspora of a notable part of the city’s ruling group. 
the lasting propensity of Pisans to head for Palermo and Sicily demon-
strates, as we have seen, that it is not only a traumatic event (such as the 
end of political independence in the mother country) that will account for 
a tendency to emigrate and to switch citizenship. there is no doubting the 
fact, however, that it had become easier to settle permanently, and that it 
sometimes seemed to be obligatory, especially for the elites. indeed, after 
1406, this choice was chiefly made by a socially prominent segment and 
therefore more easily identifiable in identitary terms, being composed 
of subjects involved in banking and in large-scale trade. For this reason 

52 Petralia, “Sui toscani”, pp. 215–218, Pezzini, Halcia, pp. 238ff.
53 ACFUP 6, p. 112 (doc. 61). For the origin of Puccio and his offices, see Petralia, “Sui 

toscani,” pp. 142ff. and note 42, 215ff.
54 Pezzini, Halcia, pp. 232–276.
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the ultimate outcome is all the more striking, since in so many cases it 
entailed complete incorporation into the ranks of the Sicilian—and, in 
particular, the Palermitan—aristocracy, an outcome that was reinforced 
in the latter half of the 15th century.55 

one may therefore readily understand just how difficult it is to dis-
cern the physiognomy of the community life of the mercantile “nations” 
in Sicily. the presence of the Pisans, for example, shows how the variable 
intensity of professional, familial and clientelistic relationships inside the 
world of those originally from Pisa was not matched by a clearly defined 
institutional organization, in the guise of a consulate and of jurisdictional 
autonomy, nor by the collective patronage of a place of worship. indeed, 
the most heavily represented “nations,” those of the tuscan cities, did 
not have a consulate, whereas the catalans did, even though the catalan 
nation was not much given to settling in Palermo.56 as we have already 
observed, the main foreign settlements, in Palermo as in messina, tended 
to exist as homogeneous urban segments, and to occupy continuous 
tracts of land, yet these solidarities did not lead to the construction of a 
distinct space with lodges and warehouses. Scholars have noted how in 
Palermo the boundaries between the different groups tended in practice 
to become blurred, and how, notwithstanding the (sporadic) presence of 
sacred spaces attributed to the various communities (churches, confrater-
nities, chapels), S. Francesco became, by the 14th century, the church of 
the entire urban ruling class, “foreign” merchants included.57

hierarchization and aristocratization

let us now make a leap forward in time. around 1450 Palermitan society 
had different characteristics to those we have brought to the fore so far. in 
that year a revolt erupted, the causes of which were as much economic 
as political, since grave scarcities in grain supplies converged with the 
demand for different, broader forms of political representation.58 the 
entire citizenry became involved in the revolt, and the sources relating 
to this episode reveal a mode of classifying the city’s inhabitants which in 
the 14th century had not yet been mature. this mode involved a mechanism 

55 Petralia, Banchieri, pp. 351–360.
56 corrao, “mercanti stranieri,” pp. 94, 107.
57 bresc, Un monde, 1, p. 392; likewise corrao, “mercanti stranieri,” p. 105.
58 titone, “il tumulto.”
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of self-representation based upon the division of the social body into four 
distinct segments, namely, the gentlemen (gentilomini), the merchants 
(mercatores), the borgesi and the artisans (magistri). the meaning of 
these labels is in no way explicit. We are not concerned here with juridical  
distinctions or with an estate hierarchy, as could already happen in other 
european cities, but, generally speaking, with distinctions within the part 
of the population that was able to act in the arena of urban institutions. 
to put it briefly, gentilomini refers to the upper segment of the social scale, 
and comprises big landowners, big entrepreneurs (such as those involved 
in the nascent sugar industry): that is to say the highly diverse milieu of 
those who consistently acceded to the urban offices and who campaigned 
for the introduction of an oligarchical criterion governing the electoral 
mechanisms. the borgesi were above all small and middling landowners, 
in the main of properties termed burgensaticii, that is to say, estates juridi-
cally distinct from the feudal ones. Mercatores were probably equated in 
these sources with “big merchants,” involved in the regional and suprare-
gional trade networks, in loans and contracts for public works. Magistri 
(who were the equivalent of the artisti or the ministrali of other cities) 
were first and foremost artisans and professionals organized into guilds. 
broadly speaking, in this period we may say that the city council, although 
no rule expressly stated as much, was composed of the above groups, or, 
in other words, as we have seen, of those who were able to contribute 
to taxation. Separated off in some fashion, or so it would seem, was the 
popolo, a fluid category also including salaried labourers and small arti-
sans, whose physiognomy appears entirely in a “negative” form, since it 
refers to those labourers who cannot be listed among the magistri and 
who are not “habili” for a contribution.59

the above classificatory scheme is encountered throughout Sicily.60 the 
communities, large and small, in the royal demesne thus employed the 
same institutional language, that is to say, a shared nucleus of rules and 
of mechanisms, within a highly visible context of communication and of 
imitation. but the local use of these terms is highly nuanced, and this 
reveals the great variety of social contexts or of factional roles to which 
they alluded. For example, in many cities, the popolo had a place in the for-
mal arena of political competition; in Palermo, however, it was excluded 
from it (at any rate after the uprising of 1450, in which it had been a  

59 ibid., pp. 50–61.
60 epstein, An Island to Itself, pp. 357–366; titone, Governments, pp. 175–80.
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protagonist). and there is still no doubt that the social profile of the pow-
erful Palermitan gentlemen can hardly be made to correspond with the 
far less powerful groups we find elsewhere, with the same term being used 
(or that of curiali), at the summit of the local hierarchy. 

We are thus concerned with a stereotyped vocabulary which serves 
to mask local differences and reflects the tendency of political and  
administrative language to represent in a simplified guise the complex 
realities of the demesnial space: the designated groups are not (and will 
not become) juridically delimited spheres, and not all the designations 
have the same descriptive efficacy. For example, whereas “magistri” implies 
the presence of guilds in the public arena, “gentilomini” or “borgesi” are 
still vague expressions.

by spelling out the forms assumed by such differences, we are also able 
to discern a new hierarchical logic: it is plain that the revolt of 1450 served 
to emphasise the separation between an aristocracy represented in the 
first place (but not solely) by the gentlemen and the rest of society. yet 
the process was complex, as a threefold statement can elucidate. it was 
complex, first of all, in the eyes of contemporaries, who, lacking reliable 
classificatory grids, were attempting to equip themselves with compasses 
(the abovementioned designations), which historians then stumble upon. 
Secondly, the process was complex on account of the temporal stratifi-
cation of the changes that had occurred. in other words, we must dis-
tinguish between, on the one hand, a dynamic pertaining to the longue 
durée, which started at the end of the 13th century, and, on the other, a 
discontinuity introduced in 1392 when royal authority was restored. it is 
this latter which in all probability precludes our backdating the schema 
under review. if, in other words, we go backwards, to the end of the 14th 
century, or a little further, this schema seems invisible, and its use proves 
to be concretely impossible. after four decades of seigneurial hegemony 
the restoration imparted new life to the self-government of the communi-
ties within the demesne, and a resumption of the structuring of the local 
political space and its actors. For example, it was with the advent of the 
martins, and not before, that the representatives of the demesnial cities 
were called upon to participate in genuine parliamentary assemblies.

Finally, the third reason for the complexity of the process may be 
phrased as follows: the tendency we encounter in Palermo for social dif-
ferences to be defined forms part of a more general phenomenon, com-
mon to the whole kingdom, to its cities, great and small, but also to the 
regional political society, divided between the court, the central offices 
and the management of the great fiefs. the quadripartite map with which 
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we started simplifies the local roles but it is not the result of an abstract or 
scholastic reading of society; rather, it is a direct implication of a general 
political shift, that is to say, the need to define in some way the faces of 
the collective actors present on the various political stages.61

the biographical plane does not really correspond to these representa-
tions. if we restrict ourselves to the segment that has been most closely 
studied, that of the dominant groups, it confirms something that we 
already know, namely, the complex profile of the individuals and of their 
families. it is probable that individuals assume multiple signs of recogni-
tion, that their identities are composite, and that they therefore act at  
one and the same time on the plane of economic initiative (merchants, 
bankers, great agricultural entrepreneurs etc.), on that of political and 
administrative activity (as city officials or officials in the central offices), 
and on that of managing prestigious resources (such as the fiefs) granted 
to them by the crown.62 there is therefore not yet an exclusive index  
of belonging to the “nobility” (there is not, for example, a list of privileged 
families, as may occur elsewhere); and in this regard the rank of miles  
continues to be open, in some way implicit in any experience whatsoever 
of social advancement, but also, precisely because implicit, rendered banal, 
as a marker ex post facto of an authority already acquired in practice.

confirming that the aristocratic sphere was an open one does, however, 
not mean that the actors did not seek to identify a boundary, within a 
more general tendency to recognise more or less new distinctions. the 
major distinctions, the ones that divide the whole social body, are more 
effective if they are accompanied by others which identify factions or  
families. in the 15th century the signs of the dynastic structuration of 
families are far more obvious than before, and the programmes for safe-
guarding not only an inheritance but also the identity and memory (often 
recent) of the lineage appear more precise.63

by the same token, it is now easier to discern in the city the actions 
of opposed factions, in some cases clearly composed of families. a par-
ticularly telling example is the enmity in the 1420s between the faction 
headed by the crispo, a group of bureaucrats and fief-holders originally 

61  mineo, Nobiltà, pp. 184–291.
62 cf. Vincenzo D’alessandro, “Per una storia della società siciliana alla fine del medio-

evo: feudatari, patrizi, borghesi,” Archivio storico per la Sicilia orientale 77 (1981), 193–208; 
numerous profiles may be found in tripoli, Amministrazione cittadina, pp. 167–222.

63 mineo, Nobiltà, Vii cap.
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from messina, and that led by the bononia, another family recently risen 
to prominence. the peace of 1425 allows us a glimpse of how the fac-
tions were constituted: members of the two families alongside particular 
individuals (in some cases linked by marriage) and whole kinship groups, 
such as the Valguarnera (omnibus de Valguarnerio) allied to the crispo.64

other macroscopic signs of the tendency for new cleavages to occur, 
and of the aristocratization of the upper segment, are already familiar 
to us: the emergence of guild solidarities within the crafts is one of the 
most significant, indeed, it bears out the supposition that the process in 
question affects the whole society. but public recognition of the crafts 
was somewhat slow in coming, as we have already noted. When we see 
political space becoming structured as a space of competition between 
parts, the definite presence of artisans appears to be only intermittent. 
the city council is the site that reveals the new actors and their relative  
consistency.65 it is in fact an agency without a completely formal exist-
ence but with full decision-making powers, and which also sees the  
participation, from the early 15th century, of subjects not drawn from the 
composite aristocracy we discussed above. in an assembly of 1406 “nobili, 
iudichi legisti et altri burgisi chitatini honorati” took part; at another, held 
in 1416, there were “nobili homini et homini comuni.”66 in 1442, when the 
rectors of the new hospital were to be elected, the officers of the Universi-
tas followed roughly the same logic: the choice fell on one representative 
of the “gentlemen,” one of the merchants and one of the borgesi.67 only 
when the conflict intensified did the artisans become visible, as in the 
phases preceding the revolt of 1450, when on some occasions their parti-
cipation in the council is well documented.68 the presence of the crafts 
in the public arena was therefore a possibility but was still very weak and, 
in some significant circumstances, confirmed more through the polemical 
response to it than in any other way.

it is not easy to explain why the social structure of Palermo, like that 
of many Sicilian cities, was represented in the age of martin and then, 
above all, in that of alfonso, in a somewhat more structured fashion than 

64 tripoli, Amministrazione cittadina, pp. 172–79, and in particular pp. 173ff.
65 on the councils see above all Fabrizio titone, “istituzioni e società urbane in Sicilia, 

1392–1409”, Società e storia 105 (2004), pp. 480–86; for Palermo in particular, tripoli, 
Amministrazione cittadina, pp. 123–36 and titone, “il tumulto.”

66 tripoli, Amministrazione cittadina, p. 136.
67 titone, “il tumulto,” p. 53 and note 27.
68 ibid., p. 58 for an account of a council of 1449.
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had been the case in the previous century. For brevity’s sake i will limit 
myself here to two causes. the first is already well-known to us; indeed, 
it is one of the guiding threads running through this essay. the reference 
is, once again, to the expansion of the sphere of city self-government, and 
therefore to the institutional weight of the urban magistracies; the greater 
this weight became, the more concern was shown, as much by potentially 
interested subjects as by the crown, in defining the rules of access and 
the formal composition of the institutions in question. the second cause, 
closely linked to the first, reminds us that the Kingdom’s resources chiefly 
derive from here, from the cities, where a good proportion, and certainly 
the economically most dynamic part, of the Kingdom’s population lived. 
the clarification of the city’s social structure is then also a consequence 
of fiscal policies, which were harsher, relatively speaking, under alfonso 
the magnanimous, and which forced the communities to produce, either 
by consensus or through conflict, more definite criteria for dividing up 
the tax burden.69

if we look now at three series of statutes approved in different years, we 
find some reference to many of the themes touched upon so far, and this 
should make it easier for us to identify a general schema for the processes 
of corporatization and construction of collective identities.

the first two series, approved by alfonso the magnanimous in 1448 and 
1451,70 provide a snapshot of the situation on the eve of, and at the conclu-
sion of the revolt of 1450. the theme they share is that of access to local 
offices, which was now more rigidly disciplined, even through a novel 
use of the notion of citizenship, which, as we have seen, was traditionally 
highly flexible. in 1448 it was reasserted that “foreign persons,” who were 
not legitimate citizens and who had not lived for a specified period of 
time in the city, could not become officials of the Universitas. three years 
later, however, distinctions were proposed between different sorts of citi-
zen. no foreigner, it was now written, could hold an office “unless he is 
a legitimate and native citizen, by birth or else through having married a 
Palermitan woman, or through a privilege, although having received it he 
has to have lived in the aforementioned city for five years running.” With 
regard to already entrenched rules the criterion of a period of residence 

69 the most convincing analysis is in epstein, An Island to Itself, pp. 353–374, 390–397; 
id., “conflitti redistributivi, fisco e strutture sociali (1392–1516)”, in Francesco benigno and 
claudio torrisi, eds., Élites e potere in Sicilia dal medioevo a oggi (catanzaro-rome, 1995), 
pp. 31–45.

70 De Vio, Privilegia, pp. 306–324.
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of five years had introduced—perhaps originally in 142171—an important 
novelty, which would then be confirmed in 146072, bearing witness to the 
consolidation of the influence of the urban magistracies.

it was then decided that the catapans or maestri di piazza should be 
“eminent and sober citizens, men of authority, and opulent” (notabili chi-
tatini, gravi e di grandi auctoritate et opulenti), and not “men who were 
common, and ignorant of the usages and customs.” this confirms the fact 
that access to the magistracies was broadened in the age of alfonso, and 
that it was possible for exponents from the world of the small merchants 
and the artisans to participate in some of them, at any rate in those (such 
as the maestri di piazza or catapans) where matters of concern to them 
were addressed; but they also state that this broadening led to heightened 
tensions, which would lead to the uprising of 1450.

this latter left its mark on another series of statutes, dating from 1451. 
here we see the Universitas asking the King not to instigate proceedings 
against all those who, directly or indirectly, had taken part in the revolt. it 
therefore offered its assurance “that the most eminent men (princhipali), 
both officers and gentlemen and many other citizens and borgesi, who 
ordinarily make up and represent the universitas, did not take part in the 
recent uprising and had not assented to it.” What is significant here is 
the explication of the idea that the duty of representing the universitas is 
entrusted to the “principali homini,” a category restricted to city officials, 
gentlemen and borgesi. not only were the artisans not included but, as we 
have already seen, a brutal attempt was made in the immediate aftermath 
of the revolt to exclude them from offices.

twenty years later, the statutes approved by John ii in 147273 offer an 
analytic picture of the changes that had occurred in the course of the pre-
ceding decades, giving the impression of an adjustment to the operational 
logic of local politics.

the city asked74 that all officials be elected, as tradition dictated, “per 
scarfias,” that is, by the drawing of lots once a list had been compiled of 
those who were eligible (the scrutiny). it is important to emphasise that the 
King’s reply was not encouraging, and that the viceroy was asked from 
then on to make a choice from amongst those whose names were on the 
ballot, as if to confirm the importance that the magistracies had assumed 

71  aSP, Protonotaro, 24, ff. 501v–508v (in tripoli, Amministrazione cittadina, p. 27).
72 De Vio, Privilegia, p. 346.
73 ibid., pp. 382–391.
74 ibid., pp. 386–388.
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in the political balances of the Kingdom.75 the administrative sphere con-
sidered as a whole had expanded somewhat, and there were three times 
as many officials as there had been in the early 14th century. the flow-
chart now presupposed the following officers: the Praetor; 6 juristi judges 
(3 of them for the capitanial court and 3 for the appellate court); 6 idioti 
judges; 12 jurats; 12 maestri di piazza; 12 maestri di sciurta (night police-
men); 6 master notaries of the capitanial court; 3 master notaries of the 
appellate court; 4 treasurers. Government personnel now numbered close 
on 60, whereas, by way of contrast, in the 1320s there were only 20 or so 
elected officials (in a city that then had twice as many inhabitants).

Given this composition, access to the above offices was now regulated 
in a socially more defined manner. Family membership really started to 
count76: father and son could not enter the same ballot, nor could two 
brothers (though the King would amend this, specifying that a father and 
son, or two brothers, could enter the same ballot but not serve as officers 
in the same year). the public role of the crafts had been recognized once 
and for all, and clearly delimited; at the same time, a polarisation between 
honourable and “vile” crafts emerges, and consequently the stance evident 
in the old article 77 of the customs was definitively superceded: ruffians, 
inn-keepers, butchers “et altri vili et dejecti persuni” could no longer stand 
for office as maestro di sciurta.77 above all, neither “mekanichi ne artisti” 
could be considered for the office of idiota judge or maestro di piazza, 
since such offices were the exclusive preserve of gentlemen, lawyers “and 
honourable citizens.”78 the field of pre-eminence and its boundaries were 
thus settled; guilds and artisans may not have been cut off from political 
society but they certainly were excluded from the most important offices. 
one of the aspects of the complex aristocratic dimension of Palermo now 
coincided not with the administration as such of the city but with its 
upper segment. 

75 See Valentina Vigiano, L’esercizio della politica. La città di Palermo nel Cinquecento 
(rome, 2004), pp. 115ff.

76 De Vio, Privilegia, p. 388.
77 ibid., p. 388.
78 ibid., p. 389.
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conclusions

in this same span of years, extending from the death of alfonso the mag-
nanimous, in 1458, to the statutes of 1472, the face of the city was changing. 
Some urbanistic interventions conferred new signs of recognition upon it 
and sanctioned the shifting of its epicentre northwards and towards the 
sea. under this heading one might include the rebuilding, at the instiga-
tion of the praetor Pietro Speciale, of the praetorian palace, the political 
heart of the Universitas; the building of the new archbishop’s Palace with 
the complete reconstruction of the area around the cathedral (and thus 
the creation of the largest square in all Palermo); and, finally, the creation 
“de lu planu de la marina” opposite the Steri, the new and towering sym-
bol of royal power.79

there were in this very same period new developments in the sphere 
of representation and memory. We have cause to refer once again here to 
the praetor Pietro Speciale, who, between 1469 and 1470, ordained that all 
the city’s laws be collected and recorded in two magnificent illuminated 
codices.80 the following year, the Dominican and humanist Pietro ran-
zano decided to publish separately, and in the vulgar tongue, a section 
from book XXiX of his Annales omnium temporum, in other words, the 
pages he had dedicated to Palermo, entitled De autore, primordii et pro-
gressu felicis urbis Panhormi.81 

We know that up until then the city had not had an official memoir: 
not since the days of ibn Ḥawqal, or the epistle of the pseudo-Falcando, 
and therefore not since the 12th century, had Palermo been so lovingly 
described and idealised.82 there was therefore something absolutely origi-
nal about the work of ranzano, himself a native of Palermo. it was no acci-
dent that he chose to begin with the acknowledgement of this void, which 
ranzano endeavoured to fill. as it turned out, however, the Palermitan 

79 henri bresc, “l’espace publique à Palerme (1100–1460),” in Jacques heers, ed., For-
tifications, portes de villes, places publiques, dans le monde méditerranéen (Paris, 1985),  
pp. 41–58, Vincenzo D’alessandro, “Palermo aragonese,” in Storia di Palermo, iV, Dal Vespro 
a Ferdinando il Cattolico (Palermo, 2008), pp. 118–125.

80 the codex of the privileges is kept in the biblioteca comunale di Palermo (Qq h 
125); that of the customs is in cambridge university library, see Paul binski and Patrick 
Zutshi, eds., Western Illuminated Manuscripts, A Catalogue of the Collection in Cambridge 
University Library (cambridge, 2011), pp. 431ff.

81  Pietro ransano, Delle origini e vicende di Palermo, ed. Gioacchino Di marzo (Palermo, 
1864); cfr. marzia Privitera, “lotta politica e storiografia nella Sicilia di Giovanni ii: Pietro 
ranzano e l’opuscolo sulle origini di Palermo (1470–71),” Clio 32 (1996), 437–77.

82 Pezzini, “articolazioni territoriali,” p. 734, n. 16.
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humanist simply produced a rapid sketch chiefly concerned with the 
remote past, and with the distant, that is Phoenician, origins of the city, 
up until the roman period. his account then swiftly traversed the mus-
lim conquest (a few lines), the norman reconquest, and the dynastic arc 
of the titulars of the royal crown from roger ii to manfred. at this point 
ranzano’s narrative broke off (though there is a reference to the circuit of 
walls planned by manfred iii chiaromonte).

two aspects are brought out in ranzano’s discourse about Palermo. 
First of all, the city’s remote origins serve to root the autonomy of the  
Palermitan popolo in a free zone, but its meaning becomes more precise  
during the centuries marked by the predominance of republican rome. 
there thus emerges the image of a “city confederated rather than 
subdued,”83 together with the predictable roman origins of the office 
of Praetor, an office of highest rank in the kingdom, reserved “for those 
whom today we call Knights.”84 the problem was that of Palermo’s politi-
cal status, a theme having to do with the regional and mediterranean role 
of the modern city and one of the utmost topicality at a time when, at 
the end of the civil war in catalonia, a new and more centralized order 
was taking shape in the system of the aragonese kingdoms. the claim of 
the people of Palermo to be of higher rank alluded to the capacity of its 
political class to engage directly in a dialogue with the crown, without the 
mediation of the Viceroy. this brings us to the second aspect. the people 
in question is the community represented by an aristocracy whose praises 
ranzano sang, and which embodied the new identity of the modern city, 
an aristocracy which did not have roots in the 14th century (which can 
therefore be wholly disregarded), nor even in the Vespers, but in events 
coming after 1392.85 ranzano’s description of the new urban space, with 
its monuments and with the more recent alterations to the fabric of the 
city, was thus interwoven with an apology for the ruling class. in reality, 
however, the entire society had assumed a more clear-cut form, and a 
hierarchical order destined to prevail. ranzano’s work reflected this real-
ity, which is why it appears to be an important symptom of the consolida-
tion of a new urban identity. 

83 Privitera, “lotta politica,” pp. 463ff.
84 ransano, Delle origini, p. 76.
85 Privitera, “lotta politica,” pp. 469–75.
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palermo as a sTage for, and a mirror of,  
poliTical developmenTs from The 12Th  

To The 15Th cenTury

laura sciascia 

Tommaso fazello, a 16th century sicilian historian, defined the site upon 
which palermo arose as “an amphitheatre imagined by nature,” thereby 
identifying the essentially theatrical vocation of the island’s capital city.1 
indeed, for someone arriving by land, from the interior of the island, and 
along the old roads, the so-called conca d’oro, a highly fertile plain green 
with citrus orchards up until a few decades ago but now grey with cement, 
does seem like a scene in an ancient theatre as seen from the auditorium. 
someone arriving by sea, on the other hand, will see the city rise up as if 
on the stage of a modern theatre, with wings and back-cloth constituted 
by the mountains which surround it on three sides.

at the centre of this plain, on a hill, arose the ancient city, founded by 
the phoenicians and then by turns a greek, roman and Byzantine settle-
ment, ringed by walls. The structure of the city developed along a straight 
road, which ran from the port to the acropolis. The arrival of the muslims 
in sicily, in 827 ad, would make palermo, conquered after a long siege, 
the island’s capital: the ancient fortified city began to be called al-qaṣr. 
The long, straight road running across it was paved, and lined with shops, 
oratories and mosques, amongst them the great mosque. The city outgrew 
its walls, with three quarters and a military and administrative citadel, 
known as the Khāliṣa, the elect. But a visitor arriving from Baghdad, from 
the heart of the empire, would not have been deceived: palermo was still, 
when all was said and done, a provincial city, large and densely popu-
lated, with the unmistakeable stamp of the islamic empire, but chaotic,  
inelegant, without any noteworthy buildings and monuments, and marked 
by the showy pretension of local notables.2

1 Tommaso fazello, De rebus Siculis decades duae (catania, 1749), d. i, l. viii, cap. i,  
p. 321.

2 ibn Ḥawqal’s, it., pp. 10ff., 182ff., 206ff.; on ibn Ḥawqal in sicily, see michele amari, 
Storia dei musulmani di Sicilia (catania, 1933), 2: 336–354, and adalgisa de simone,  
“palermo nei geografi e viaggiatori arabi del medioevo,” Studi Magribini 2 (1968), p. 145ff.
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act i: The norman Kingdom

A Stage in Search of an Author

in 1072 the normans entered palermo, which was thus the first great 
city in the whole of the vast muslim empire to be reconquered. in this  
natural theatre, with exotic and precious props inherited from the islamic  
metropolis, the hauteville would stage the great spectacle of the birth 
of the norman kingdom of sicily. But even before entering palermo the  
conquerors had celebrated their epiphany with a magisterial coup de 
théâtre: once the muslims had been defeated at misilmeri, at the very gates 
of palermo, in an impressive part of the “natural amphitheatre” evoked by 
fazello, robert the guiscard came across a small dovecot of messenger 
pigeons, an example of the advanced communications technology of the 
muslim world, and immediately utilized them, writing messages with pens 
dipped in the blood of the fallen and tying them to the pigeons, thereby 
informing the city of the defeat.3 The natural scenario in search of an 
author had come to life, and had found its directors and its actors.

after the conquest the urban landscape altered. at the top of the street 
that constitutes the city’s backbone, and is now called via marmorea, there 
now loomed up, threatening and imposing, the castle, which would later 
become the royal palace. along the via marmorea the cathedral extended 
one of its lateral facades, and churches practising greek or latin worship, 
and palaces, alternated with shops and warehouses. it would not be long 
before a second and much larger circuit of walls would encircle the outly-
ing quarters.

The King Makes His Entrance

here, in the cathedral, at christmas in 1130, roger ii of hauteville, would 
be crowned King of sicily, in a ceremony designed to serve as a public and 
irrefutable assertion of legitimacy. alessandro of Telese, a Benedictine 
abbot and the author of a biography of roger ii, describes the coronation 
ceremony and the banquet: a procession of knights drawn up in double file 

3 gaufredi malaterrae, De rebus gestis Rogerii Calabriae et Siciliae comitis et Roberti 
Guiscardi ducis fratris eius, ed. ernesto pontieri, ris 2, v 1 (Bologna, 1928), 2: 50; giuseppe 
mandalà, “il falconiere di Ögödey, i giardini del minse e le colombe di federico ii. fram-
menti di storia aviaria siciliana,” in marcello pacifico, maria antonietta russo, daniela 
santoro and patrizia sardina, eds., Storia, memoria identità. Scritti per Laura Sciascia  
(palermo, 2011), pp. 452ff.
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accompanying roger on the route from the palace to the cathedral, the 
magnificent harnesses of the horses, the draperies that covered the palace 
walls and the soft multi-coloured carpets laid out on the pavements, the 
abundance and delicacy of the food served at the banquet in the palace, 
presented in gold and silver vessels by servants dressed in silk.4 in the city, 
the chronicler observes, “there was nothing but joy and light.”

The focal point of the city stage was the so-called aula regia, then known 
as the sala verde: situated directly beneath the towers of the palace, it was 
a site expressly dedicated to the display of power. it was an open hall, large 
in size, and therefore suited to hosting huge gatherings, situated “in the 
middle of a spacious atrium, surrounded by a garden.” admired by travel-
lers and chroniclers, from ibn Jubayr, in 1185, to the catalan chronicler 
ramon muntaner, at the end of the 13th century, regarded for centuries as 
one of the most splendid and celebrated monuments in the city, the aula 
regia is also depicted schematically, and indicated by the name of the-
atrum imperialis Palacii, in one of the miniatures accompanying the text 
of the Liber ad honorem Augusti by peter of eboli.5 The miniature, like all 
the other images accompanying the text, is obviously very far from being 
a realistic representation of the monument, but, again like all the other 
images, it should be regarded as an illustration, employing a graphic lan-
guage anticipating that of the comic strip, and designed to shed light on 
the essential features of the thing described, in a wholly different idiom, 
in the text: in this particular case, the elegance of the architecture with 
its slender columns and intersecting arches, the coolness of the fountain, 
and the real function of the palace and the hall, namely, the collecting of 
taxes and the safeguarding of the Kingdom’s treasures.6

The Director: George of Antioch, Emir of Emirs

We know that roger was very much aware of the customs and traditions of 
others, and ready to adopt any that might be to his advantage. But along-
side him we can identify a “third power,” a director who was very shrewd, 
highly experienced and cosmopolitan in outlook, namely, george of antioch,  

4 alexandri Telesini abbatis, Ystoria Rogerii regis Sicilie Calabrie atque Apulie, eds. 
ludovica de nava and dione clementi, fsi 112 (rome, 1991), pp. 25ff.

5 vincenzo di giovanni, “l’aula regia o la sala verde nel 1340,” in id., La topografia 
antica di Palermo dal sec. X al XV (palermo, 1889), 1, p. 371ff.; petrus de ebulo, Liber ad 
honorem Augusti sive de rebus Siculis. Eine Bilderchronik der Stauferzeit aus der Burgerbibli-
othek Bern, eds. Theo Kölzer, gereon Becht-Jördens et ali (sigmaringen, 1994).

6 petrus de ebulo, Liber, p. 231 (see fig. 10.1).
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a melkite christian who had come to sicily from muslim africa after  
having been in the service of the Byzantine emperor. according to a late 
egyptian biography, george, one of roger’s admirals and ministers, had 
taken great care to manage the King’s image, advising him to restrict his 
public appearances to festivals and ceremonies, as the eastern sovereigns 
did: “and before him there processed the horses saddled and bridled with 
saddles of gold and silver and with saddle-cloths encrusted with precious 
stones and with covered litters and again before him the gilded vessels and 
the parasol, and on his head the crown.”7 here we see the first appearance 
in the christian world, amongst the props used to represent power, of an 
accessory that would prove a great success: the parasol, in other words, 
the baldachin, donated to King roger by the fatimite caliph, and adopted 
on the advice of his minister, george of antioch. another miniature in  
the Liber ad honorem Augusti shows the empress costanza, daughter of 
roger ii, in the act of receiving the ambassadors of salerno while seated 
beneath a red baldachin, alongside her husband, the emperor henry vi. 
almost two centuries later, in 1314, having signed a truce with robert of 
anjou, frederick iii entered palermo and proceeded to the palace sub pal-
lio, that is, beneath a baldachin. used by richard the lionheart after his 
return from palestine, the baldachin would be adopted by papal ceremo-
nial in the second half of the 13th century, but appeared in france no 
earlier than the end of the 14th century.8

The City as Antagonist

The protagonist of the staging of that christmas of 1130 was roger of 
hauteville, his power and his authority at once splendid and terrible, but 
his antagonist, in the strictly theatrical sense, was the rich, defeated city, 
which flaunted its exotic luxury, not only in gold and silver but also in 
the shifting and multicoloured textile adornment of the stage and the 
costumes. roger became king. naples and salerno, puglia with its coastal 
cities and calabria with its mountains, the Byzantine functionaries, the 
longobard nobles, the sicilian gaiti and the norman knights were joined 
together in a single kingdom. palermo, formerly the administrative centre 

7 adalgisa de simone, “il mezzogiorno normanno-svevo visto dall’islam africano,” in 
giosuè musca, ed., Il Mezzogiorno normanno-svevo visto dall’Europa e dal mondo mediter-
raneo (Bari, 1999), p. 278.

8 Bernard guenée and françoise lehoux, Les entrées royales françaises de 1328 à 1515 
(paris, 1968), p. 14.
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of a province and of an island, became a capital and seat of power. But 
in the ceremony that turned palermo into the capital of a kingdom, the 
relationship between city and king was as ambiguous as ever. palermo 
might be a theatre of power but it was a slave to it also.

Light and Grief

The hauteville would continue to use the urban stage tried out on the 
occasion of roger’s coronation for the celebrations put on by the sicilian 
monarchy. The city served as backdrop and audience for cavalcades. par-
ticularly picturesque in this regard were the cavalcade of the very hand-
some adolescent, William ii, shortly after his coronation, which even won 
him the devotion of those who had hated his father,9 and the entrance 
into the city of the very young wife of William ii, Joan of england—who, 
one february night, entered a palermo so brightly illuminated that night 
seemed day, and was led on horseback through the streets—dressed in 
regal garments and warmly applauded by the onlookers.10 yet the King’s 
death was a performance too, as was the manner in which he was remem-
bered: the lament for the death of William “the Bad” filled the city with 
ululations and dismal sounds, with the death bells being tolled uninter-
ruptedly for three whole days. The death of his son, good King William, 
is dramatically depicted both in verse and in another, highly celebrated 
miniature in the codex of peter of eboli (which is also the sole surviving 
image of medieval palermo).11

furthermore, the anniversaries of the deaths of sovereigns were  
solemnly remembered, even in the angevin period, with illuminations 
and the burning of incense in the cathedral.12

The relationship with the city would, however, change, and on various 
occasions the monarchy did not hesitate to display its own fragility in 
order to build an ever more precarious consensus. hence the cavalcade of 
the young duke roger, the son of William i “the Bad,” during an attempted 
coup d’etat against his father. hence also, to a still more marked degree, 
the decision of the King to show himself, after this same crisis, when the 
intervention of the palermitans had thwarted the aristocratic conspiracy 

9 ugo falcando, La Historia o Liber de regno Siciliae e la Epistola ad Petrum Panormita-
nae Ecclesiae thesaurarium, ed. giovanni Battista siragusa, fsi 22 (rome, 1897), p. 89.

10 roger of hoveden, Gesta Henrici II et Ricardi I, mgh, ss, 17, p. 93.
11  ugo falcando, La Historia, p. 88 ff., petrus de ebulo, Liber, p. 45 (see fig. 10.2).
12 I registri della Cancelleria angioina ricostruiti da Riccardo Filangeri (naples, 2010), 50, 

p. 89.
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against him, upon which occasion he showed himself to be profoundly 
upset, on the brink of tears, admitted his own faults and granted the city 
far-reaching fiscal privileges. in this circumstance, where there was a clash 
between the monarchy and nobles, palermo managed to impose its own 
contractual might, and here it was the King, very far from being able to 
present the inaccessible and quasi-divine image that had been his father’s, 
who sought the city’s help and support against the nobles.13

A Stage for a Prince: The Royal Garden

crowning at palermo continued to be a moment of crucial importance 
for the successors to the hauteville, beginning with henry vi of hohen-
staufen, holy roman emperor and husband of costanza of hauteville. 
henry arrived in palermo as a conqueror, on the march against the sup-
porters of the last of the hauteville, a child, son of Tancred of lecce, ille-
gitimate grandson of roger ii, who had contested the swabian’s right to 
the throne. no sooner had the imperial army arrived beneath its walls 
and begun its work of destruction than the city threw open its gates and 
welcomed the emperor, who was crowned in the cathedral and celebrated 
his triumph there.

henry’s arrival in palermo is recounted by a nordic source, the chroni-
cle of the Benedictine monk otto of sankt Blasien, and by a southern one, 
the illuminated codex of peter of eboli. Both sources evoke the arrival  
of the german troops at the gates of palermo and of the emperor’s halt, 
prior to his entering the city, at the favara, that is, one of the suburban 
palaces created by the norman monarchy in the environs of the city, 
immersed in vast, luxurious gardens rich in pools and fountains, and full 
of rare plants and exotic animals. To the favara, or maredolce, the creation 
of King roger, surrounded by an artificial lake that was also a fish reserve, 
was added the pavilion of the hunting park (altofonte), the Zisa, built by 
William i, and the cuba, his son’s creation, all gardens represented with 
the usual synthetic and allusive realism in the Liber ad honorem Augusti, 
in one of the quadrants of the miniature, cited above, which describes 
the city’s lamentations at the death of William ii, in which one can make 
out, amongst other things, a palm with dates on it and a green parrot. 
The spectacle of power had here found a scenario in which sensual and 
aesthetic fascination were combined with a profound political meaning,14 

13 ugo falcando, La Historia, p. 62ff.
14 petrus de ebulo, Liber, p. 47 (see fig. 10.2).
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since, as henri Bresc has observed, it was a question “of representing, in 
the balance, peace, order and riches of the garden the sense of commu-
nion (implied by) the great royal ceremonies. . . . of subordinating nature 
to the artificial will of the prince,” and the sicilian monarchy had been 
powerful or deserving enough—and again i cite Bresc—to have entrusted 
the care of it to a state deemed “abstract and perpetual.”15

The King at the Gates

otto of sankt Blasien, a german and a supporter of the swabian cause, 
describes the army drawing up outside the gates of the city, the kingdom’s 
archisolium and treasury, the devastation of the garden amplissimum 
muro undique circumdatum, created by the norman sovereigns outside 
the walls, the massacre of the exotic animals, hunted down and devoured 
by the emperor’s troops, and the immediate surrender of the terrified city. 
peter of eboli gives a precise description of the garden and of the building, 
remains silent about the devastation wreaked by the german soldiers and 
simply says that the emperor, when halting there, admired the work of 
his father-in-law, and after having received the city’s messengers, made a 
triumphal entrance into palermo.

The miniature accompanying peter of eboli’s eloquent text vividly 
depicts the emperor receiving the city’s envoys, who have knelt at his 
feet, and who present him not with gifts but what appears to be the roll 
of urban privileges, while behind him are the soldiers drawn up in battle 
array wearing armour and with their lances in hand, and then we see 
the entry into palermo.16 The care with which the artist has represented  
the coats of mail, the helmets and the forming up of the emperor’s soldiers 
reflects the powerful impression made by the Teutonic military spectacle 
upon the city stage.

on the basis of a comparison between the different sources we can 
therefore posit the existence of a veritable ritual for the royal ingress 
into palermo. The halt at la favara may form part of the ritual for the  
sovereign’s arrival by land, because, once again according to peter of 
eboli, Tancred, the rival of henry and costanza, had also stopped there, 
before entering palermo for his coronation and the celebration of his  
triumph. The miniature would then be one of the earliest representa-
tions so far recorded of a ritual of royal ingress. having recognized the 

15 henri Bresc, “les jardins royaux de palerme,” MEFRM 106/1 (1994), p. 258.
16 petrus de ebulo, Liber, p. 191ff. (see fig. 10.3).
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halt at la favara as a moment in a ritual we can go on to identify in later 
sources other such moments: for example, the arrival of the sovereigns by 
sea would involve an approach not through the city port, which today is 
the cala, but through the so-called port of san giorgio, that is to say, the 
present-day port, where one might halt on dry land prior to making an 
actual entrance into the city; indeed, it was here, in 1283, that costanza 
of swabia and her sons halted, clearly reviving an older ritual, and here 
too the aragonese kings would disembark, from frederick iii, in triumph 
sub pallio, as we have seen, in 1314, to his successors, those defeated and 
driven from the city (frederick iv, or “the simple,” in 1369), and those who 
would triumph over the city (in 1402 Blanche of navarre, the second wife 
of martin “the younger” of aragon, arrived at the port of san giorgio).17

The sources also cast light upon the details of the urban celebration 
of a triumph. Thus, in the miniature from the Liber ad honorem Augusti 
henry vi proceeds on horseback, holding in his hand a palm branch, as if 
openly alluding to the image of christ entering Jerusalem, always a feature 
of the sicilian mosaic cycles; a handful of trumpeters in turbans precede 
him, some of them black, and a group of soldiers, threatening and in ser-
ried ranks, follows on behind. a comparison with Tancred’s earlier triumph 
is very telling. given his unabashed concern to flatter the new sovereign, 
the miniaturist comes close to caricaturing Tancred’s procession, which is 
accompanied not only by trumpets, but also by drums and cymbals, by a 
small group of unarmed knights and by some archers, quite different from 
the emperor’s fearsome Teutonic warriors. The verses accompanying the 
image give a grotesque account of Tancred, dismissing him as a usurper, 
who is physically repugnant, a dwarf with the face of a monkey, borne in 
triumph through the streets of “sweet palermo.”

peter of eboli’s text simply gives a description of the peace that 
descends upon the city and upon the court, purged of all vice. otto of 
sankt Blasien tells of the carpets and garlands that festooned the city, 
of the standards that fluttered above the city walls, of the scented wood 
burnt in the streets, of the procession of palermitan elders, youths and 
children who went to greet the emperor, of the musical instruments of 
every kind, of the dazzling armour worn by the german soldiers and of 
the rhythmic step with which they advanced towards the city, and of the 

17 ramon muntaner, Cronaca, in raimondo muntaner, Bernardo d’esclot, Cronache 
catalane, trans. filippo moisè (palermo, 1984), p. 125; maria rita lo forte scirpo, C’era una 
volta una regina . . . Due donne per un regno: Maria d’Aragona e Bianca di Navarra (naples, 
2003), p. 161.



 palermo as a stage for political developments 307

citizens prostrating themselves, even to the extent of touching the ground 
with their faces, iuxta morem ipsius terre.

The festival unfolding on the urban stage served to mask the city’s 
unconditional surrender. The emperor’s object was the palace with its 
treasury, the infinite riches of puglia, sicily and calabria to be distributed 
amongst his retinue or sent back to germany. But the characteristic fea-
tures of a ritual of ingress lend weight to the hypothesis that palermo 
at the end of the twelfth century was already capable of expressing a 
message of “civic identity,” even if one that fell well short of the kinds of 
peremptory statement voiced in the cities of north italy.

The Curtain Falls 

The son of henry vi, frederick ii of swabia, King of sicily and from 
1220 emperor of germany, spent his entire childhood and adolescence in  
palermo. The vast scope of the sovereign’s interests, the complexity of the 
political situation and, indeed, his own personality led to the city becoming  
the empty shell of regality, but the emperor sought to export beyond 
the bounds of the Kingdom the splendid and terrible regal image of his 
grandfather. The servants dressed in silk and the horses with the precious  
harnesses which had rendered his grandfather’s coronation so magnifi-
cent, the black musicians who sounded the trumpets on the day of his 
father’s triumphal ingress into palermo, the court eunuchs, the saracen 
dancing girls, the exotic animals (camels, leopards, a giraffe and even 
an elephant) followed the emperor and fed the legends that surrounded 
him, while the most splendid and extraordinary of the stage costumes of  
the norman monarchy, the red mantle embroidered with gold thread, 
decorated with a palm tree weighed down with fruit and with two lions 
bringing down two camels, created in the royal workshop at palermo for 
King roger, went into the imperial treasury and remained there, alongside 
the crown of charlemagne.18 at palermo the curtain had come down, and 
the play was now being performed somewhere else.

18 ernst Kantorowicz, Frederick the Second, 1194–1250, trans. emily overend lorimer 
(london, 1957), p. 323.
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act Two: The city as protagonist

The New Actors

The coronation of manfred of swabia, son of frederick ii, in the cathe-
dral in palermo, was a key moment in the legitimization of the last of the 
swabians, but precisely what its impact on the city was we do not know. 
The gift of a hundred very handsome negro slaves in sue naturalis nigre-
dinis deformitate formosi, who were riding as many mules—offered on 
that occasion to the prince by enrico abbate, frederick ii’s high-ranking 
functionary who, after having defeated the guelphs at lentini in 1256, set 
the seal on manfred’s domination of the island through the conquest of 
palermo—does however indicate that the spectacular and exotic element 
in urban ceremony was still a fundamental requisite of the monarchy.19

The entrance of the swabian prince’s troops does nevertheless mark 
a turning-point in the history of urban society in sicily. We discern at 
this juncture the first signs of a ruling class consisting of functionaries, 
jurists and milites, natives of the kingdom, greek or even descended from 
converted gaiti, who in the second half of the 13th century assumed the 
leadership of the city. The urban stage had been wholly abandoned by 
the angevin monarchy, and the scrupulous inventory of the contents of 
the palace consigned to the provisor castrorum in may 1274 lists, with ill-
concealed contempt, amongst the wreckage of past splendour, alongside 
ostrich eggs, marble and mosaic mullions, ivory boxes, all old, broken, 
worthless stuff, also some aquilas ligneas depictas inutiles.20

on this empty stage the new urban caste began to display its power, 
in the shape of its houses, which nestled beneath the circle of the walls 
of the old city, in the immediate vicinity of one of the ancient gates, linked 
to a large garden just outside the walls. The residence of the ebdemonia, 
which would later be that of the chief executioner matteo di Termini—
beside Busuldeni gate, the negroes’ gate of the muslim city—boasting 
a reception room, called by the arabic term ka‘a, adorned with orange 
trees and overlooking a garden situated beyond the ancient walls, in the 
albergheria;21 the palace of the calvellis, the heirs of the fallamonica, 

19 Die Chronik des Saba Malaspina, mgh ss, 35 (hannover, 1999), eds. Walter Koller 
and august nitschke, p. 134.

20 I registri della Cancelleria angioina, 50, p. 182.
21 carmelo ardizzone, ed., I diplomi esistenti nella Biblioteca Comunale ai Benedettini 

(catania, 1927), doc. no. 121.
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on the walls towards the seralcadi, with the great garden of Aynirumi, 
in which a treasure-trove of gold and jewels would be recovered;22 the 
domus magna, which had belonged to the maletta, near to the gate of 
the giudecca, on the road leading to the albergheria, featuring a corrido-
rium, an arcade, a theatrum, a large portico, and a garden planted with 
orange and lemon trees just outside the walls (it would later be the oldest 
palermitan residence of the chiaromonte);23 and finally the houses, the 
domus magne, of the mostrangelo, situated where the convent of santa 
caterina now stands, next to the porta di mare, the Bebilbacal, were 
linked up to the garden of Aynbuchamar and overlooked the large space 
in front of the church of santa maria dell’ammiraglio, founded in fact by 
roger ii’s shrewd minister, george of antioch, where on easter monday 
1282, under the direction of ruggero mastrangelo, the bloody performance 
of the vespers would be staged, and where the communal palace would  
be erected.24

The church of santa maria dell’ammiraglio and the space in front of 
it were therefore the new focal point of the urban theatre, and there the 
original and multicoloured elegance of the palermitan ladies, admired, 
one christmas night long before, by ibn Jubayr, was on display. There 
might be seen an unending sequence of red and gold silks, decorated with 
disks ad aves, in which might be recognized a motif characteristic of the 
most precious and ancient sicilian textiles, or with floral motifs, long, low-
cut gowns (ciprisii), festooned with fringes and pleats, in bright colours, 
decorated with gold and amber buttons, hats of an exotic style and made 
of precious fabrics, veils in bold colours, green, gold and orange, glittering 
with gold, precious and unfamiliar jewels, earrings or pendants, strings 
of pearls, which were given an equally wide variety of exotic names, of 
arab origin but put to refinedly palermitan uses. a mantle of red silk with 
golden disks was thus called macca, a string of pearls was known as syllic,  

22 andrea romano, Famiglia, successioni e patrimonio familiare nell’Italia medievale 
e moderna (Turin, 1994), p. 203ff.; for the treasure, ACFUP 7 (palermo, 2007), docs, nos. 
181, 191, 193, and iris mirazita, Trecento siciliano, da Corleone a Palermo (naples, 2003),  
p. 197ff.

23 ACFUP, 5 (palermo, 1986), doc. no. 185: alongside the palace there developed an eco-
nomic structure which ensured a complete cycle, from production to sale, realised with a 
shop for the selling of garden produce and a tavern (asp, not. giacomo de citella, reg. 77, 
cc. 29 r , 76 v; reg. 78, c. 191 v).

24 asp, corporazioni religiose soppresse, convento di s. domenico, vol. 62; laura  
sciascia, “per una storia di palermo nel duecento (e dei toscani in sicilia): la famiglia di 
ruggero mastrangelo,” in marina montesano, ed., Come l’orco della fiaba. Studi in onore di 
Franco Cardini (florence, 2010), pp. 581–594.
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the dark blue colour used in veils was dubbed kyachla. of particular inter-
est is the case of the pendant earrings, which two different ladies called 
by two different forms, acrati or carade, of the same arabic word (qurṭ, 
aqrāṭ plur.), a subtle but reliable testimony to urban society’s familiarity 
throughout the whole of the 13th century with arabic.25

after the vespers, the rituals of spectacular regality staged by the 
normans were revived by peter the great of aragon and costanza of  
swabia, and by their children, and scrupulously respected, especially after 
the arrival in palermo of the Queen, whom the sicilians, according to 
ramon montaner, considered their dona natural. costanza’s entrance into  
palermo followed a script plainly based upon models inherited from the 
norman, and from the swabian monarchies. costanza, with the infants 
giacomo and federico, arrived by sea, disembarked at the port of san 
giorgio, made the sign of the cross, kissed the ground, made her way to 
the nearest church to give thanks, and immediately there took shape the 
cavalcade that led them through the streets of palermo, accompanied by 
the jubilant crowd, as far as the cathedral, which the Queen entered, in 
order to pray on her own, and then up to the palace. a few days later, under 
the direction of giovanni da procida and corrado lancia, repositories of 
the traditions of the sicilian court, a performance of swabian legitimism 
once again unfolded. The stage was indeed the sala verde, the aula regia, 
where thrones had been set out for the Queen, the infants and the court 
dignitaries, whereas for the others carpets were laid out on the ground: 
here the representatives of all the sicilian cities would assemble; here, 
just as the logotheta used to speak on behalf of the norman Kings, and 
pietro della vigna on behalf of the emperor, so too giovanni da procida 
spoke for the Queen; here, following the prescribed ritual for the opening 
of royal letters, a letter written by peter the great was read out, and here 
the sicilians accepted as their sovereigns costanza and peter, and their 
descendants. The city had a twofold part to play in this ceremony. as the 
seat of regality, and guardian of its traditions and values, palermo served 
as guarantor of the legitimacy of peter of aragon and of his children.  
on the other hand, as the city that had used unprecedented violence in 
driving out the french, and that had paved the way for the change which 

25 for acrati, earrings, girolamo caracausi, Arabismi medievali di Sicilia (palermo, 1983), 
l. 299; it was adalgisa simone, a very dear friend and a remarkable arabist, who identi-
fied the two different forms of the same arabic word. The two jewels belonged to two 
palermitan ladies who were in fact related, palma, the widow of ruggero mastrangelo and 
costanza ebdemonia, the widow of matteo de Termini.
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had brought the new sovereigns on to the throne, it imposed its own new 
and altered status upon the sovereigns and the various constituent parts 
of the Kingdom.

Thirteen years later, after the Treaty of anagni, and the refusal of the 
sicilians to accept it, the green hall served as the backdrop to what  
we may regard as the final scene played by the sicilian monarchy on the 
palermitan stage, namely, the coronation of frederick of aragon, the third-
born child of peter the great. Just as at the coronation of his ancestors, the 
grandees of the kingdom, the representatives of all the townships arrived 
in palermo, which was ablaze with lights and rang with music and song. 
The streets were strewn with myrtle; banquets and tournaments delighted 
the city for days on end. Before the coronation ruggero di lauria spoke 
on behalf of the King, and after it frederick rode through the city, with the 
crown on his head and the globe and sceptre in his hand, wearing the royal 
garments. But between roger ii and frederick iii, between the splendid and 
exotic palermo of 1130 and the palermo that cried “mora, mora!”, much had 
changed. once he had returned to the sala verde, frederick spoke directly 
to his subjects, without employing a dignitary as an intermediary, as sicilian 
regal tradition dictated.26 The King was no longer a quasi-divine being, 
before whom one had to prostrate oneself, but palermo was no longer 
simply a stage either. palermo was now a city that wished to impose itself 
as protagonist, while still remaining the capital.

Scene Change

We have already said that the miniature in the Liber ad honorem Augusti 
representing the city grief-stricken at the death of William ii is the only 
extant medieval image of palermo, but it is also a synthetic and exhaus-
tively detailed portrait of the city at the end of the 12th century. The image 
captures the variety of the ethnic groups, emphasised by the features and 
clothing of the persons represented; the topographic and administra-
tive divisions, in which are delineated the four quarters, later becoming 
eight as listed in city records and then, in the 14th century, five; the social 
stratification, with the anonymous cives Panormi, barefoot and modestly 
dressed, huddled in a corner; and even the growing religious latiniza-
tion, indicated by the presence of cistercian monks stationed in the 
Kalsa, where shortly afterwards henry vi himself would set up the lodge 

26 nicolò speciale, “Historia sicula,” in rosario gregorio, ed., Bibliotheca scriptorum qui 
res in Sicilia gestas sub Aragonum imperio retulere (palermo, 1791), 1, p. 354ff.
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(Magione) of the Teutonic Knights. The circle of the walls is no more than 
hinted at, a thin line linking up two towers, on the left-hand margin of the 
image; the cathedral, which in other contexts serves as the city’s symbol, 
even becoming its heraldic attribute, is nowhere to be seen. it is the sites 
of the monarchy that dominate: the palace, with its towers, the decorated 
chapel, the tall bell-tower with its bells, the castle out at sea—the other 
city fortress, serving to guard the port, its walls bristling with catapults—
and the garden, the viridarium Genoard, occupy over half the picture. The 
city portrayed is indubitably the city of Kings, and as such it took its cue 
from the sites of regality.

an image of palermo at the beginning of the 14th century would look 
very different. now the city is composed of five quarters. To the four 
quarters delineated in the miniature, namely, cassero, which corresponds  
to the old city, Kalsa, seralcadi and ideysin (which, after having welcomed 
the rebels from some centres situated inland, deported to palermo by 
frederick ii, has taken on the name of albergheria), a new quarter was 
added, commercial and artisanal in nature, which adopted the name of 
one of the gates to the old city, the patitelli gate. cassero still enjoyed the 
greatest social, political and, i would argue, aesthetic prestige, and over 
it there now towered the palazzo comunale, which from 1321 would be 
called by the roman name of praetorium, palermo being an urbs and not 
a civitas. as the new focus of the urban stage, the praetorium now drew 
the cathedral into its orbit: the building began, in fact on the initiative of 
the mastrangelo, of a new and monumental bell-tower, the true symbol 
of the city of the vespers. The church thus became the rallying-point for 
the various social components of the city, and its new role was expressed 
in the festival of the assumption of the madonna, on 15th august. The 
culminating moment of the festival was the nocturnal, candle-lit proces-
sion, which represented a staging of urban society phrased in terms of the 
relative sizes of the candles offered to the madonna: the heaviest being 
the milites’ candle, followed by that of the jurists and of the men of letters 
(which weighed half as much), and then by the far smaller one carried by 
the notaries and clerks of the praetorian court.27

The bond between cathedral and praetorium was also in evidence on 
the occasion of the procession by means of which the city gave thanks 
for the recovery of frederick iii and his son from a grave illness: the rel-
ics of one of the city’s patron saints, st. cristina, were borne in proces-

27 ACFUP, 5, doc. no. 70, and 6, doc. no. 66.
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sion, accompanied by chants alta et incessabili voce, from the cathedral 
up to the church of santa maria dell’ammiraglio, where an image of the 
madonna particularly venerated by the sovereign was kept. Then the 
whole city, assembled in front of the palazzo comunale, thanked god for 
the King’s recovery and prayed that he would remain in good health28. 
When alluding to frederick iii’s devotion to the icon kept at santa maria 
dell’ammiraglio, some also said that the King, when he was in palermo, 
would go there every saturday to pray to her, conduct that we may inter-
pret as evidence of a new city ritual regularly bringing the King close to 
the throbbing centre of the capital. The regal image of frederick iii (the 
King who protected the franciscan spirituals and accepted from arnold 
of villanova a programme of reforms inspired by evangelical poverty) who 
carried in his arms and fed the babies from the population fleeing mes-
sina when it was under siege, and who had earmarked for the poor the 
revenues from the very rich county of modica confiscated from giovanni 
chiaromonte, was very different from the image of his ancestors, just as the 
palermo that had perpetrated the vespers and was building the palazzo 
comunale was different from the city that had been the archisolium of the 
Kingdom, of the whole of southern italy. in the simple ceremony of the 
King’s saturday prayer at the martorana we may glimpse the outline of a 
new modus vivendi between city and monarchy.

The Distant King

But royal visits were sporadic: on these occasions palermo celebrated, 
welcomed its august guests with music and illuminations, and offered 
them gifts. in 1329 the music used to greet peter ii and his wife, Queen 
elizabeth of corinthia would be played by two tubatores, a trumpeter and 
a naccaratus, mounted on horses with saddle-cloths decorated with the 
heraldic symbol of the city, a golden eagle on a red field, and they would 
receive a gift in money. for a visit paid by one of the infants the gift would 
be a pedigree bay horse, while for frederick iii’s last visit, shortly before 
his death, the exenium would consist of two pieces of silver plate.29

frederick iii’s successors, peter ii and louis, would be crowned at  
palermo, but city records and the chronicles retain only an unembellished 

28 ibid., docs. 44 and 45, p. 83ff.
29 ibid., doc. 118, p. 209; Chronicon siculum, in gregorio, Bibliotheca, vol. ii, p. 241; a criti-

cal edition of the text, edited by pietro colletta, is in preparation, to appear in the series 
fsi dell’istituto storico italiano per il medioevo.
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recollection of the event, and furnish no details regarding the ceremo-
nies that were held. The sudden death of peter ii created an alarming 
situation, because the regent, brother to the dead king, when inviting the 
city to prepare within two weeks the ceremony for the coronation of the 
new king, a child but four years old, explained that he was not able to  
attend, due to his health and military commitments. fearing that the 
regent’s absence would in fact mean the absence of an interlocutor in  
the dialogue with the crown constituted by the moment of coronation, 
the city hurriedly dispatched its ambassadors to the court, with some  
precise requests and, above all, with the entreaty that the regent appoint 
a representative who could confirm the city’s privileges and also grant 
some new ones. The city’s fears proved to be well-founded, since the con-
firmation of its privileges occurred a full fortnight after the coronation in 
catania.30

since they had been absent from palermo when living, sovereigns and 
members of the royal family would no longer be buried in the cathedral. 
only peter ii would have his funeral in palermo, and the perfume which, 
according to one chronicler, emanated from his body at the very moment 
it was shut into the tomb of the emperor frederick, was still an ancient 
perfume redolent of the exotic and mysterious ceremonies of norman 
palermo.31 The ritual of the ceremonies, a language entailing dialogue 
between city and monarchy, was now a dead language.

The divorce between palermo and the aragonese dynasty was physi-
cally manifested in the progressively degraded state of the sala verde. 
during frederick iii’s reign the once splendid monument began to show 
the first signs of deterioration, though the sovereign had taken steps to 
effect some precarious repairs. Three years after frederick iii’s death a 
fresh fall of masonry caused a part of the roof to be destroyed, and eight 
days later the city wrote to peter ii, informing him of the disaster. after a 
melancholy summoning up of past glories, of the ancient kings and of the 
“resplendent and vast” edifices built by them, and after a terse descrip-
tion of their current state of dereliction, the city invited the sovereign to 
take measures to restore so illustrious a monument, because non maior 
laus est nova construere quam vetusta servare. Two years went by, and still 
the work of restoration had not been effected; the iron coming from the 
building regarded by the city as one of the wonders of the world was being 

30 ACFUP, 7, docs. nos. 255, 257, 258, 260.
31 Chronicon siculum, p. 263.
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used to repair the city walls. The stage settings of the norman monar-
chy, being no longer used, now served to reinforce the city which was, as 
we would do well to remember, a city at war, constantly threatened by 
angevin ships.32

Rubble

in recounting the festivities at frederick ii’s coronation both the sicilian 
nicolò speciale and ramon montaner had insisted on the fact that among 
the various entertainments were an abundance of tournaments, archery 
contests and bouts with staffs. The feudal nobility, introduced by the  
sovereign himself, was making its debut on an urban stage. in the course 
of the first half of the 14th century, under pressure of war, the big feudal 
families became ever more useful and therefore ever more present and 
indeed dominant. in palermo two great families emerged, the sclafani and 
the chiaromonte. Their success in imposing themselves on urban society 
found expression, in the urbanistic fabric, in the guise of their new places 
of residence, quite different from the complex and articulated properties 
of the previous century: massive, square edifices “in the form of inde-
pendent and isolated blocks endowed with porticoed inner courtyards, 
around which the milieux of family life unfolded,” and the prototype of a 
model that would last until the 19th century.33 The urban stage, hitherto 
restricted to the old city, was now, through the construction of what very 
soon would begin to be called the steri, being extended to include new 
quarters.

The crisis precipitated by the Black death assisted the rise of the 
chiaromonte. at roughly the same time, in 1350, the “ancient and pre-
cious” cathedral suffered an “unforeseeable, accidental circumstance,” 
a catastrophic collapse: the bell-tower, built over forty years of effort 
and sacrifice, unhappily fell down, so that the city, already sorely tried 
by plague, famine, and by a winter of storms and ice, was forced to ask  
pope clement vi to grant special indulgences to those who contributed to 
the rebuilding and, above all, to the getting rid of the rubble, of the turpem 
deformitatem that marred the church after the collapse.34 Whereas the col-
lapse of the sala verde had marked the end of the palermo of the Kings, 

32 ACFUP, 9, docs. 31, 53.
33 maria giuffrè, “l’architettura religiosa”, in Federico III d’Aragona re di Sicilia (1296–

1337) (palermo, 1997), p. 215.
34 ACFUP, 9, docs. 31, 53.
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that of the bell-tower buried under its “vile” rubble the end of the palermo 
of the vespers.

The Lords of Palermo

from 1351 to 1392 palermo lived under the dominion of the chiaromonte, 
but for these forty years we lack both the storytelling voices of the chroni-
clers and city records, these latter having been destroyed, though not at 
the sovereign’s behest, after the aragonese monarchical restoration.35 We 
therefore do not know if the chiaromonte had created a new rituality, nor 
what patterns they may have employed. The chronicler we are used to 
calling michele da piazza does, however, bear witness to their theatrical 
use of urban institutions.36

manfredi chiaromonte gave formal expression to citizens’ grief at the 
death of poor frederick iv “the simple:” marginalized, weak, absent from 
the city, the monarchy continued nonetheless to have a presence in its 
rituals. This is borne out by the Ordo cereorum,37 the processional order 
responsible for the candles used in the illuminations at the mid-august 
festival, which provides a snapshot of an urban society very different from 
that of the early 14th century. since the milites, the ruling class reflecting 
the 13th century city, had disappeared, the procession began with the can-
dle of the representatives of the most important urban confraternity, that 
of the continents, with that of the paupers, meaning the pauperes Christi, 
the recipients of public charity, and with that of the archbishop and of the 
royal palace; it continued with those of the various crafts, from the hum-
blest to the prestigious bankers, doctors, chemists and cloth merchants, 
and then with the candles of the different city quarters; finally with those 
of the notaries and customs officials, ending with the Cereus domini regis, 
the King’s candle, though just then the King was a Queen, in a far-off land 
and a prisoner. There was no trace of, nor even any allusion to, the lord of 
palermo, manfredi chiaromonte, but a reference to a wholly disembodied 
monarchy, a pale statue or shadow of its former self.

35 laura sciascia, “introduzione” to ACFUP, 9, p. XXiv.
36 michele da piazza, Cronaca, in Bibliotheca, 2, p. 71ff.; a critical edition of this chroni-

cle, edited by marcello moscone, is also in preparation.
37 simone da lentini, Chronicon, in Bibliotheca, ii, p. 310.
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act Three: a distant mirror

The Scene Changes Once Again

on 22 march 1392 martin of montblanc, heir to the throne of aragon, 
together with the sovereigns of sicily, his son and his daughter-in-law 
maria, daughter of frederick iv “the simple” and the last surviving heir 
to the Kingdom, kidnapped fourteen years before from ursino castle in 
catania, disembarked in sicily. a few days later the troops commanded 
by the sovereigns who had come from Barcelona encircled palermo by 
land and sea. on 13 may andrea chiaromonte and palermo surrendered; 
immediately afterwards chiaromonte was charged with treachery, tried 
and decapitated in the square in front of his family palace.

The monarchy had returned to palermo, but as theatrical producer the 
duke of montblanc aspired to a new mis-en-scène. The palace of the nor-
man Kings, the sala verde and its props must by then have become dilapi-
dated, and the sovereigns’ seat would therefore now be the chiaromonte’s 
palace, a choice suggested as much by its position, close to the port, as by 
the need to erase the memory of the lords of palermo. as early as 3rd may 
1393 a start was made on the rebuilding.38 alongside the palace the duke 
immediately began to build a new hall, with functions similar to those of 
the sala verde. But the dialogue between the King and the city faltered, 
for palermo was a wounded city, and so much so that when the birth of 
the heir to the throne was imminent, it was the King himself who ruled 
against spending too lavishly on the festivities. on the other hand, the 
decapitation of the last of the chiaromonte had marked with blood the 
recovery of the new spaces on the urban stage: the square that had been 
a theatre for the execution would two centuries later become the site of 
the fires of the inquisition.

in 1412, with the compromise of caspe, sicily became once and for 
all a part of the crown of aragon. in 1415, the first viceroy would arrive. 
With the palace of the norman Kings abandoned, the viceroys inherited 
the seat chosen by martin of aragon, the chiaromonte’s steri. yet if the  
palace, the Sacrum regium Palacium, still kept at least in its name its aura of 
sacrality, the steri, the regium hospicium, born as the prestigious residence 
of one particular family—it was not by accident that its most extraor-
dinary feature, the painted ceiling of the great hall, decorated entirely 

38 di giovanni, La topografia, ii, p. 84ff.
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with subject matter drawn from medieval chivalric culture, was inside, 
open only to those received by the great family in order to celebrate a 
private event, the second marriage of manfredi to eufemia ventimiglia—
would never be successfully turned into the seat of the monarchy, and 
this despite the addition of the hall, planned at the very beginning of the 
monarchical restoration. in the hall was placed another important ele-
ment from the symbolic trappings of power, namely, the faldstool, the 
characteristic throne in the shape of a stool from which the european 
sovereigns used to administer justice,39 and at the beginning of the 15th 
century an ostrich40 was housed there, in a bid to transfer the symbolic 
values of the monarchy to the new seat.

The urban theatre now became the mirror of the power of a distant 
monarchy, and the ceremonies unfolding there celebrated remote events 
which, through the very fact of their being remote, had necessarily to be 
represented. Thus, on 30 november 1469, the city celebrated the marriage 
of isabella of castile and ferdinand of aragon: a great procession of the reli-
gious set out from the church of sant’ andrea, the saint for that day; the 
streets were decked with evergreen branches, and every house displayed 
its best draperies, carpets and embroideries. The culminating moment of 
the festival was the nocturnal illumination, which followed the line of the 
city walls with fires laid at every eight paces, and was picked up again, 
inside the city, by a torchlight procession, which began at the praetorium, 
and in which the whole city, on horseback, took part. a spectacle that 
was also, and above all, appreciated from a distance, by the ships in the 
port and by the hinterland; the splendour of the fires of palermo revealed, 
to the Kingdom and to the sea itself, the birth of the spanish empire.41 
in the same fashion, the Treaty of pedralbes would be celebrated, three 

39 salvatore fodale, “martino l’umano e i ‘beni culturali’ siciliani: restauri e spoliazi-
oni,” “La Memoria”. Annali della facoltà di Lettere e Filosofia 7 (1993), p. 45; for a synthetic 
account of the history of the steri, from residence of the chiaramonte to royal palace 
to seat of the inquisition, see laura sciascia, “il palazzo invisibile; lo steri di palermo dai  
chiaromonte all’inquisizione,” in Città e vita cittadina nei paesi dell’area mediterranea, 
secoli XI–XV (roma, 2006), pp. 759–766.

40 represented as one of the symbols of power in the mosaics of monreale, the faldis-
torium, fashioned from old and precious stones, and to a value of 1500 onze, also formed 
part of the lavish dowry of costanza of swabia, daughter of manfred and wife of peter iii 
of aragon: daniel girona i llagostera, mullerament de l’infant en pere de cathalunya ab 
madona constança de sicilia (Barcelona, 1908), p. 58ff. a cathedra of gold also formed 
part of the dowry William ii had promised to Joan of england: richard of devizes, mgh, 
ss, XXvii, p. 76.

41  asp, secrezia, reg. 352, c. 145.
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years later, with festivities lasting eight days, in the course of which there 
appeared a novelty that was destined to endure: three allegorical cars, 
sumptuously adorned, upon which three radiant girls impersonated peace, 
might and victory, humanistic culture’s homage to power. other distant  
events were celebrated just as sumptuously: the esequies of John ii  
of aragon in 1479 and the capture of malaga in 1487.42

The luminaria continued to be the crucial moment in the mid-august 
festival. To the procession with candles, in which all the active elements 
in the city were obliged to take part, were added from 1465 onwards a 
series of contests, one involving a race between black slaves and another 
between boats which set out from outside the walls and strove to reach 
the city. in this fashion palermo expressed its dominion over the territory, 
by then rendered more lucrative through the cultivation of sugar cane.

Theatres

palermo’s last encounter with a monarch was in 1535, upon the occasion 
of charles v’s visit. charles’s entry into the city was through a monumen-
tal gate, newly built and inaugurated for the occasion, situated beside the 
palace of the normans. after the halt in the cathedral the procession went 
down the long via marmorea, decorated with triumphal arches, and made 
its way to what would be the emperor’s residence, the palace of a family 
of rich bankers of pisan origin. The focus of the ceremony would however 
be the palace that had belonged to the chiaromonte, but from 1392 had 
been the hospicium regium. here, perhaps, in the very hall planned and 
designed for the purpose by martin “the humane,” a session of parliament 
was held. The urban stage was now very far removed from the conse-
crated royal palace of the normans and from the sala verde; indeed, its 
centre was still close to the port, in the zone within which the palaces of 
the new urban aristocracy were being built, whether it was a question of 
settling the finishing post for a horse race or receiving the emperor.

in order to devise an appropriately theatrical context for the spanish 
monarchy, it was decided to undertake a bold piece of town-planning, 
involving the cutting of a new road, the via maqueda, which transected 
the ancient cassaro at right angles. Where the two roads crossed, a small 
octagonal square was formed: on its four built-up sides were created 

42 pietro ransano, Delle origini e vicende di Palermo, e Dell’ entrata di re Alfonso in 
Napoli, scritture siciliane del secolo XV, pubbl. e illustr. su’ codici della comunale di Palermo 
da G. di Marzo (palermo, 1864), p. 34.
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four different monumental complexes, with its various storeys featuring  
statues of the four seasons, four sovereigns and four patron saints of  
palermo. The square was the new focal point in the urban theatre, and 
it set the seal on the theatralization of the space of the city, a constant 
feature of Baroque palermo. also known as the theatre of the sun, because 
the sun shone on one of its wings at every moment of the day, the square 
was in fact the theatre of the monarchy, a retablo of the spanish empire. 
Where the monarchy’s other theatre was concerned, the ancient theatrum 
of the palace of the normans, roger ii’s aula regia, sufficient remnants of 
it still survived at the beginning of the 16th century for one to be able to 
gain a sense of the grandeur and beauty of the building.43 demolished so 
as to clear the ground for new fortifications, rollers were used to level off 
the ruins in 1554. The viceroys had abandoned the steri and returned to 
the palace of the normans, and had judged it necessary to install artillery 
in the space in front, in order to defend the palace if ever the city should 
rise up in open rebellion.44 demolished so as to clear the ground for new 
fortifications, rollers were used to level off the ruins in 1554. The viceroys 
had abandoned the steri and returned to the palace of the normans, and 
had judged it necessary to install artillery in the space in front, in order to 
defend the palace if ever the city should rise up in open rebellion.45

43 henri Bresc, “le giostre e le mostre: la patria palermitana di fronte al pericolo turco,” 
in Studi storici dedicati ad Orazio Cancila (palermo, 2011), p. 66ff.

44 federico del carretto, De africano bello per invictissimum imperatorem Carolum V 
gesto, in Opuscoli di autori siciliani (catania, 1758), 1, p. 75ff.

45 fazello, De rebus Siculis, p. 330.
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fig. 10.1. The theatrum imperialis Palacii (peter of eboli, Liber ad honorem Augusti, 
Burgerbibliothek Bern, cod. 120 ii, f ° 142 r.)
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fig. 10.2. William ii’s death (peter of eboli, Liber ad honorem Augusti,  
Burgerbibliothek Bern, cod. 120 ii, f ° 98 r.)
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fig. 10.3. The emperor henry vi receives palermo’s envoys before making a 
triumphal entrance into palermo (peter of eboli, Liber ad honorem Augusti,  

Burgerbibliothek Bern, cod. 120 ii, f ° 134 r.)





The ciTy of foreigners: Palermo and The mediTerranean 
from The 11Th To The 15Th cenTury

gian luca Borghese

far more than was the case with other great ports of the mediterranean, 
medieval Palermo derived an essential part of its identity from the sea. 
Without slackening its hold upon a vast and fertile hinterland which 
provided it with an overflowing basket of agricultural produce, the city 
long kept its gaze turned towards the sea from which there came a steady 
flow of foreigners, first and foremost merchants. as laura sciascia has 
observed, Palermitans had bread at home, but their wheat, before it ever 
became bread, passed through the hands of Tuscan, genoese or catalan 
merchants.1 aside from merchants, the sea also brought conquerors, mer-
cenaries, migrants, slaves and adventurers. once they had settled in the 
city and formed organised groups or communities, they exerted a huge 
influence, from the economic, social and cultural point of view, upon the 
evolution of its urban identity. Those incomers who were militarily strong 
or politically powerful did not necessarily play a more important role in 
Palermo’s affairs than others who in the end proved to be more active in 
the city’s commercial or cultural life. What one almost constantly found 
was the arrival of new communities of foreigners, while others, which had 
already been present for some time and were by this point in decline, 
were merging with the rest of the Palermitan population, except when the 
process of assimilation was not realised and the outcomes were therefore 
more dramatic. all this made Palermo a very particular kind of city, in 
one respect markedly different from the rest of sicily in its exogenous 
components, but in another respect disposed with the passage of time 
to assimilate them and to render them characteristically local, imparting  
to them a pride precisely in belonging to the felix urbs Panormi. We 
shall therefore try to rehearse its history by following in the tracks of the 
foreigners who frequented the city, settled there, flourished there, and, 
driven by certain recurrent socio-economic dynamics, were adopted by it 
or else driven out of it.

1 Registri di lettere (1321–22 e 1335–36), ed. laura sciascia, ACFUP, 6 (Palermo, 1987), 
introduction, pp. XlVii and li. 
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Palermo as an islamic Мetropolis (11th century)

The gradual islamic conquest of sicily in the course of the 9th century had 
initially had the effect of jeopardising its network of traditional trading 
links in the mediterranean, of which syracuse, the island’s Byzantine capi-
tal, and the sicilian cities on the east coast, represented one pole, constan-
tinople and the eastern mediterranean the other. While syracuse resisted 
the assaults of the muslim invaders for the best part of fifty years, these 
latter chose Palermo as the island’s new capital, it being less exposed to 
possible attempts at Byzantine reconquest, which were in fact principally 
directed at the eastern coast of sicily. The decision to make Palermo the 
main centre of the island had the effect of shifting medieval sicily’s cen-
tre of gravity towards the western mediterranean. from the 10th century 
onwards, archaeological evidence points to the expansion of sicilian trade 
both on the western and southern shores of the muslim mediterranean 
and on the northern shores of the same sea under christian rule. more 
particularly, one of the first indicators of this upturn and redefinition of 
the trade network is represented by the presence in various localities in 
Tunisia, sardinia, campania, liguria and Provence of amphoras made in 
Palermo and used to transport foodstuffs (dried legumes, cereals, dried 
fruit, sugar, salted fish).2

in muslim sicily Palermo appeared to be a great city, a metropo-
lis. according to the description from around 985 of the geographer 
al-muqaddasī, who had himself in fact never visited but relied rather on 
earlier sources, apart from the palaces, the numerous markets, the imposing 
walls and the fertile orchards, Palermo’s signal advantage lay in its great 
port, which, as the original greek name of the city indicates, was its most 
characteristic feature.3 according to this same arab source, Palermo was 
then larger than fustat (old cairo), from which we may conclude that the 
sicilian metropolis was on a grander scale than any other christian city at 
that epoch, excepting constantinople. ibn Ḥawqal, a merchant and travel-
ler from Baghdad, who reached Palermo in 973, was however somewhat 
less enthusiastic about the city. he was nonetheless struck by the number 

2 fabiola ardizzone, “nuove ipotesi a partire dai dati archeologici: la sicilia occiden-
tale,” in annliese nef and Vivien Prigent, eds., La Sicile de Byzance à l’Islam (Paris, 2010), 
pp. 61–62.

3 Descriptio imperii moslemici / auctore Schamso’d-dîn Abû Abdollâh Mohammed ibn 
Ahmed ibn Abî Bekr al-Bannâ al-Basschârî al-Mokaddasi, ed. michael J. de goeje (leiden, 
1877), p. 231.
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and variety of its markets, and by the great abundance of local products 
and manufactured goods, but judged the city to be provincial, lacking 
in culture, filthy and in religious terms aberrant.4 indeed, the intensely 
polemical nature of his judgements on sicilians and on sicily as a whole 
makes it hard to assess the value of his testimony for the purposes of histori-
cal reconstruction. The fact remains that the most flattering descriptions 
of Palermo by arabo-muslim authors, for example those of al-idrīsī e ibn 
Jubayr, date from the norman epoch.5

Palermo, as the capital city of those who had recently seized control 
of the island, now prevailed in the trade with the islamic mediterranean, 
and when, after the definitive fall, in 962, of Taormina, the islamic con-
quest of sicily was almost complete, the cities of eastern sicily, which 
depended above all upon Byzantium for the volume of their traffic, would 
find themselves overtaken by Palermo in the new geopolitical context.6 
so important was Palermo that in the commercial correspondence dis-
covered in the cairo geniza the Jewish merchants who traded between 
sicily and the rest of the muslim mediterranean tended to identify the city 
with the island, calling it madīnat al-Ṣiqilliyya, the (capital) city of sicily, 
or even simply al-madīna, the city, or Ṣiqilliyya. for its arabic-speaking 
inhabitants Palermo would continue to be al-madīna up until the end of 
the norman epoch, whereas its growing immigrant population preferred 
to call it Panormos, a vulgarized version of the greek name for the city.7

as for exports, while the archaeological evidence cited above places the 
emphasis upon foodstuffs, ibn Ḥawqal indicates that at the end of the 10th 
century sicily exported not only grain, wine and sugar8 but also wool and 
high quality linen garments. nonetheless, the island had to import from 
the outside world many other products which it wholly lacked, and this 
despite the character of the sicilians, who were, according to this same 

4 ibn Ḥawqal, BAS it., 1: 10–27; id., Opus geographicum, ed. Johannes h. Kramers 
(leiden, 1938–39), pp. 126–27. see also alex metcalfe, The Muslims of Medieval Italy (edin-
burgh, 2009), p. 63. 

5 adalgisa de simone, “Palermo nei geografi e viaggiatori arabi nel medioevo,” Studi 
magrebini 2 (1968), p. 149.

6 illuminato Peri, Uomini, città e campagne in Sicilia dall’XI al XIII secolo (Bari, 1978), 
pp. 3–4. 

7 ibn Jubayr, The Travels of Ibn Jubayr, ed. William Wright, text revised by michael J. 
de goeje (leiden, 1907), p. 324; id., Voyages, trad. m. gaudefroy-demombynes, first part 
(Paris, 1949), p. 379.

8 on sugar in medieval Palermo, see in particular mohamed ouerfelli, Le sucre. Produc-
tion, commercialisation et usages dans la Méditerranée médiévale (leiden-Boston, 2008), 
passim; as regards the islamic and norman epochs, see ibid., pp. 149–54.
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author, none too sociable or at their ease in dealing with foreigners.9 Pro-
ceeding now to the 11th century, the documents from the cairo geniza, 
if we accept the interpretation of certain scholars, suggest that silk fab-
rics (which ibn Ḥawqal in the 10th century had not even mentioned) and 
leather goods were then the leading exports, since they were expressly 
cited as products of sicilian manufactories;10 other scholars, on the basis 
of these same documents, maintain that, alongside foodstuffs, raw, semi-
finished materials such as raw silk and hides were the key exports.11 if 
manufacturing for export really had the importance in the islamic epoch 
attributed to it by the historiography, we ought to shift to the end of that 
epoch the beginning of a long downturn in the sicilian economy, which 
shifted from such developed activities for export to a quantitatively more 
modest production under the normans, sustained mainly by the internal 
market, and, finally, to the atrophying of the sicilian manufactories in the 
ensuing epochs, when the inhabitants devoted themselves to the exten-
sive cultivation of agricultural products for export.

Whatever the most important items for export through the external 
sicilian trade may have been, the quarter dinar, coined in the Palermitan 
mint, had become from the 10th century onwards a coin readily accepted 
in international transactions,12 and examples dateable to the beginning 
of that same century have been found at amalfi, which maintained close 
commercial ties with Palermo,13 and at other localities on the southern 
Tyrrhenian. in the mid-11th century egypt maintained an intense trade 
with the sicilian capital, a fact borne out by an expedition of 10 ships 
reaching alexandria from Palermo carrying as many as 5000 passengers.14

  9 ibn Ḥawqal, Opus geographicum, pp. 130–31; see also francesco gabrieli, “ibn hawqal 
e gli arabi di sicilia”, Rivista degli Studi Orientali 36 (1961), pp. 250–51.

10 shlomo d. goitein, “sicily and southern italy in the cairo geniza documents,” 
Archivio storico per la Sicilia orientale 67 (1971), pp. 10–16; david Jacoby, “seta e tessuti 
di seta nella sicilia araba e normanna: il contesto economico,” in maria andaloro, ed., 
Nobiles Officinae. Perle, filigrane e trame di seta dal Palazzo Reale di Palermo (Palermo, 
2006), 2, p. 134.

11  david abulafia, The Two Italies. Economic Relations between the Norman Kingdom 
of Sicily and the Northern Communes (cambridge, 1977), p. 47; metcalfe, The Muslims of 
Medieval Italy, p. 65.

12 ibid., pp. 63–64.
13 goitein, “sicily and southern italy,” p. 12.
14 shlomo d. goitein, A Mediterranean Society. The Jewish Communities of the Arab 

World as Portrayed in the Documents of the Cairo Geniza, I. Economic Foundations (Berkeley- 
los angeles-london, 1967), p. 215.
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Palermo as a norman capital (11th–12th century)

according to the explicit testimony of geoffrey malaterra, the norman 
siege of Palermo ended with its surrender but without the customary 
bloodbath, the Palermitans having prematurely, and indeed, successfully, 
entreated duke robert guiscard and his brother roger not only to spare 
their lives but also to grant them the right to maintain their own forms of 
worship, to apply their own laws and to refer to their own courts.15 This 
would seem to be an important detail for the subsequent history of the 
city and, indeed, of the island,16 which in the norman epoch was charac-
terised by continuity in various respects. The religious particularity of the 
defeated would be measured, from then onwards, through the payment 
of the jizya, the poll tax indicating the juridical status of each individual 
who paid.

having already become the capital of the norman state after the death 
of roger i, under the regency of his third wife, adelaide del Vasto, Palermo 
would long continue to be a city with a large muslim population. The fail-
ure of historians to uncover any notarial deeds in latin prior to the end 
of the 12th century17 implies that the city’s latinization in the aftermath 
of the norman conquest was very slow and not imposed from above, but 
due to the simple fact that the number of inhabitants coming from out-
side and speaking romance languages was constantly increasing. among 
the latter we should note in particular the new prelates to whom the royal 
authorities entrusted from the outset the capital’s spiritual—and in some 
cases administrative—government. some of these prelates were of ultra-
montane origin, men such as Peter of Blois and Étienne du Perche, who 
reinforced the court of Palermo’s links with the northern france and the 
england of the Plantagenets.18 however, in the middle and lower echelons 

15 gaufredus malaterra, De rebus gestis Rogerii Calabriae et Siciliae Comitis et Roberti 
Guiscardi Ducis fratris eius, ed. ernesto Pontieri, ris V/i (Bologna, 1928), p. 53; see Julia 
Becker, Graf Roger I. von Sizilien: Wegbereiter des normannischen Königreichs (Tübingen, 
2008), p. 60.

16 Vera von falkenhausen, “aspetti storico-economici dell’età di roberto il guiscardo,” 
in Roberto il Guiscardo e il suo tempo, Atti delle prime giornate normanno-sveve (Bari, mag-
gio 1973) (rome, 1975), pp. 127–28. 

17 ead., “i gruppi etnici nel regno di ruggero ii e la loro partecipazione al potere,” in 
Società, potere e popolo nell’età di Ruggero II, Atti delle terze giornate normanno-sveve (Bari 
23–25 maggio 1977) (Bari, 1979), p. 145.

18 glauco m. cantarella, “nel regno del sole. falcando tra inglesi e normanni,” in 
Berardo Pio, ed., Scritti di storia medievale offerti a Maria Consiglia De Matteis (spoleto, 
2011), pp. 91–120.
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of the bureaucracy, Palermitan judges, notaries and clerks using greek 
and arabic continued for many years to come to practice professionally 
within an administrative system established in pre-norman times.19

Where the Palermitan economy was concerned, some scholars reckon 
that the general preservation of the social structures that had existed prior 
to the conquest was nonetheless accompanied by a gradual increase in 
agricultural activities, to the detriment of artisanal ones, and by a measure 
of ruralization of certain zones of the city,20 with a notable demographic 
contraction at the end of the 12th century.21 The Palermo arsenal, already 
rivalled by the one in messina, did in the end yield, in the mid–12th cen-
tury, to the latter, which then became the island’s principal naval shipyard 
for the construction and repair of the royal fleet, owing to the presence 
near messina of iron mines and of plentiful supplies of timber in the  
forests of etna.22

indeed, the 12th century marked the moment at which the foreign  
merchant communities, thanks to their endorsement by the norman 
monarchy, overtook the Palermitan and sicilian merchant class in the 
sphere of long-distance trade in local products.23 This development was 
reflected in documents from the cairo geniza, where, precisely from the 
12th century, the sicilian Jewish merchants seemed to be less and less 
involved in the trade with sicily, just as the owners of the cargo ships no 
longer appeared to be muslims from the island, as they still had been in 
the 11th century.24 under the norman monarchy sicilian trade with the 
outside world therefore gradually assumed certain characteristics familiar 
to us from its subsequent history. on the one hand, this trade was closely 
supervised by the political authorities, who were all too aware of its value 
to them—in the guise of customs tolls—as a financial resource, but on 
the other hand the sicilian markets had been conquered by communi-
ties of foreign shipowners and merchants powerful and organized enough 

19 falkenhausen, “i gruppi etnici,” pp. 140–41 and note 37.
20 giuseppe galasso, Dal comune medievale all’Unità. Linee di storia meridionale (Bari, 

1969), pp. 55–56.
21  cesare de seta, leonardo di mauro, Palermo (Bari, 1980), p. 40; illuminato Peri, “il 

porto di Palermo dagli arabi agli aragonesi,” Economia e storia 4 (1958), p. 442.
22 Peri, Uomini, città, p. 17. 
23 ibid., p. 29.
24 annliese nef, “la sicile dans la documentation de la geniza cairote (fin Xe–Xiii siècle):  

les réseaux attestés et leur nature,” in damien coulon, christophe Picard and dominique 
Valérian, eds., Espaces et Réseaux en Méditerranée VIe–XVIe siècle, I. La configuration des 
réseaux (Paris, 2007), pp. 279; 287.
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to be able to guarantee the purchase and transport of huge quantities of 
foodstuffs and manufactured goods to vast external markets.25

The oldest foreign merchant community, already present in Palermo 
from the end of the 10th century, was composed of amalfitans, who had 
settled in the old amalfitania, up against the Palermitan quarter of the 
cassaro. a lively account of this vicus Amalphitanorum may be found in 
the epistle to Peter the Treasurer attributed to ugo falcando.26 in the 
final period of muslim domination Palermo was also, however, much fre-
quented by Pisan merchants, as goffredo malaterra attests.27 in the 12th 
century Pisans and genoese prevailed over the amalfitans in the Palermi-
tan market-place. exported products then came from agriculture and ani-
mal husbandry, such as wheat, oil, cane sugar, cheese, raw silk and cotton. 
There was also local production in cotton or silk cloths, objects in glass, 
ivory and carved coral, manufactured goods normally associated with  
the luxury of the norman court. We know of the existence of factories 
adjoining the royal palace of Palermo, which traditionally specialized 
in the art of embroidering silk inherited from the arab epoch, a famous 
example of which is the ceremonial mantle of roger ii, on which it is pos-
sible to make out a lengthy inscription embroidered in arabic recording 
the place where it was made, and the date, 1133–34.28 from 1147 there is 
also documentary evidence for the production in these same royal facto-
ries of precious silk cloths, described in their prodigious lavishness no later  
than 1190 in the already cited letter attributed to ugo falcando.29 The high 
manufacturing capacities of the norman epoch, particularly as regards the 
production of silk cloths, have however been disputed by stephan epstein, 
who maintains that the sicilian silk industry was essentially concentrated 
in eastern sicily alone, and, in marked contrast to conventional historio-
graphical wisdom, defers its birth to as late as the 13th century.30

25 Peri, “il porto di Palermo,” pp. 455–56; henri Bresc, “reti di scambio locale e inter-
regionale nell’italia dell’alto medioevo,” in ruggiero romano and ugo Tucci, eds., Storia 
d’Italia, Vi, Economia naturale, economia monetaria (Turin, 1983), p. 164.

26 hugo falcandus, Epistola ad Petrum panormitane Ecclesie thesaurarium de calamitate 
Sicilie, ed. giovan Battista siragusa, fsi, XXii (rome, 1897), p. 183.

27 gaufredus malaterra, De rebus gestis, p. 45.
28 Jeremy Johns, “le iscrizioni e le epigrafi in arabo. una rilettura,” in Nobiles Officinae, 

pp. 53–55; rotraud Bauer, “il manto di ruggero ii e le vesti regie,” ibid., pp. 171–73; Jacoby, 
“seta e tessuti,” ibid., pp. 135–36.

29 hugo falcandus, Epistola ad Petrum, pp. 178–80; Bauer, “il manto di ruggero ii e le 
vesti regie,” pp. 172–73.

30 stephan r. epstein, An Island for Itself. Economic Development and social Change in 
late medieval Sicily (cambridge, 1992), pp. 201–202. 
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indeed, what is at issue is not so much the existence of such manu-
facturing activities in this epoch as their impact upon the export mar-
ket, the suggestion being rather that production here was for a restricted 
internal market.31 midway through the 12th century, when fully in the 
norman epoch, at any rate where trade with liguria was concerned, the 
export of foodstuffs and of sicilian semi-finished materials loomed larger, 
as the siculo-genoese trade agreements of 1156 would suggest. To judge 
by these trade agreements, grain and the raw materials for textiles such 
as cotton and silk, as against finished products, represented the bulk of 
the exports to the north-west mediterranean,32 in particular the raw cot-
ton produced at girgenti and mazara and the wool and lambs’ hides dis-
patched to genoa from the port of Palermo.33 liguria in its entirety, from 
savona to Ventimiglia, was the destination for sicilian products, since the 
trade agreements of 1156 clearly stipulate that the favourable clauses they 
contained applied to all ligurians “scilicet habitantes in maritima a Vic-
timilio usque Portum Veneris,” whereas the principal sicilian terminus for 
exchanges with the northern Tyrrhenian was Palermo itself, as is evident 
from the cartulary of the genoese notary giovanni scriba, with docu-
ments relating to the decade 1154–64.34

The growing importance of trade links with genoa and liguria, set 
in motion through earlier accords in 1116 and in 1127–28 and reinforced 
by the abovementioned agreements of 1156, had also had some impact 
upon the make-up of the population in the Palermitan hinterland and on 
the dynastic ties of the norman royal family, which, by contrast with the 
sovereigns from subsequent dynasties, maintained a permanent court in 
Palermo. roger i, as i have already indicated, was married, a third time, to 
adelaide del Vasto, who belonged to the powerful family of the margraves 
of savona, the aleramici. he had then endowed her brother, enrico, with 
vast feudal estates in eastern sicily, which would be settled by people 
from the liguro-Piedmontese marquisate, by those “lombard” (that is, 

31  in particular, the royal textile workshops, with personnel who might even have been 
taken by force to Palermo from other centres of production, such as Thebes and corinth in 
greece, would have worked exclusively for the norman court, and the elite associated with 
it, see Bresc, “reti di scambio,” pp. 166–67; Peri, “il porto di Palermo,” p. 451.

32 abulafia, The Two Italies, pp. 47–48; 93.
33 Bresc, “reti di scambio,” p. 163.
34 geo Pistarino, “commercio e comunicazioni tra genova ed il regno normanno-

svevo all’epoca dei due guglielmi,” in Potere, società e popolo nell’età dei due Guglielmi, 
Atti delle quarte giornate normanno-sveve (Bari—Gioia del Colle, 8–10 ottobre 1979) (Bari, 
1981), p. 248.
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northern italian) settlers who played so large a part in the latinization of 
the sicilian hinterland, to the detriment of the long-established muslim 
communities.35

This process was briefly halted in the second half of the 12th century, 
when genoa and Pisa finally yielded, in 1162, despite strong internal oppo-
sition, to the anti-norman proposals of frederick i Barbarossa, and signed 
agreements with the emperor which granted them many concessions in 
sicily, once the Kingdom had been wrested from the normans.36 genoese 
trade with sicily was then interrupted, albeit not entirely, with the result 
that merchant groups originating in the norman kingdom, especially 
from campania,37 occupied some of the spaces vacated by the genoese.  
even the Venetians now found in Palermo itself a sphere of activity which 
up until then had been none too accessible to them,38 though they were 
holders since 1144 of a royal diploma granting them the right to rebuild, 
as their national church, a ruined church in the seralcadi, which was 
promptly dedicated to st. mark.39 however, Pisa had already made its 
peace in 1169 with the Kingdom of sicily, as did genoa in 1174, with the 
latter obtaining a renewal of the privileges formerly enjoyed under Wil-
liam i.40 The accords between the doge of Venice, sebastiano Ziani, and 
King William ii date, for their part, from 1175; amongst other things, they 
slashed the taxes on the import and export of goods into and from the 
ports of Palermo and messina previously paid by the Venetians under 
roger ii and William i.41

The Palermo of the second half of the 12th century in the meantime dis-
played the most splendid products of arabo-norman artistic achievement. 
as i have already noted, the most enthusiastic descriptions of the city fur-
nished by arab visitors date back to this same epoch. shortly before the 

35 henri Bresc, Un monde méditerranéen. Économie et société en Sicile 1300–1450  
(Palermo, 1986), pp. 594–95; alex metcalfe, “The muslims of sicily under christian rule,” 
in graham a. loud and alex metcalfe, eds., The Society of Norman Italy (leiden-Boston-
Köln, 2002), p. 314. 

36 I libri iurium della Repubblica di Genova, i/2, ed. dino Puncuh, fonti per la storia 
della liguria, iV (genoa, 1996), n. 285 (Pavia, 9 June 1162). 

37 abulafia, The Two Italies, p. 131.
38 Bresc, “reti di scambio,” p. 162, note 5. 
39 carlo a. garufi, I documenti inediti dell’epoca normanna in Sicilia (Palermo, 1899),  

p. 44, n. 18 (february 1144); abulafia, The Two Italies, pp. 79; 135.
40 I libri iurium, i/2, n. 291 (Palermo, november 1174).
41  gottlieb l. fr. Tafel and georg m. Thomas, eds, Urkunden zur älteren Handels- und 

Staatsgeschichte der Republik Venedig mit besonderer Beziehung auf Byzanz und die Levante, i  
(Fontes rerum austriacarum. Diplomata et Acta, Xii) (Vienna, 1856), reprinted 1964, lXV–
lXVi, pp. 172–75.
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death of King roger ii (26 february 1154), al-idrīsī exalted the still largely 
oriental aspect of the cassaro, describing its dense and magnificent com-
plex of tall buildings, baths and mosques grouped in an ascending mul-
titude of buildings crowned by the royal palace.42 likewise ibn Jubayr, 
when passing through Palermo in 1184–85, greatly admired the buildings 
and the mosques but also churches such as santa maria dell’ammiraglio, 
the royal palace and the urbanistic system of the city, all splendours  
meriting, according to him, comparison with the beauty of cordoba, 
once a christian city and still in his day belonging to islam.43 Within this  
setting of luxurious exoticism, of flamboyant architectural syncretism,44 
the latinization of Palermitan society was nevertheless proceeding apace, 
as these same arabo-muslim travellers realised, and the spaces amenable 
to intercultural and interconfessional dialogue were shrinking just as 
rapidly:45 the “court party,” composed not only of latin clerics but also 
of prominent Palermitan muslims and of eunuchs from the maghreb, 
recently christianized,46 upon whom the king relied for the administra-
tion of the Kingdom and for counsel,47 was ever more isolated from the 
riotous feudal nobility and their followers, as the trial and execution of 
admiral Phillip of mahdiya at the end of roger ii’s reign would prove.48 
indeed, contemporaries themselves felt that the royal palace had always 
been a centre for the elaboration of a policy of cultural syncretism which 
was then disseminated in urban society, but in the transfer of power from 
roger ii to William i external resistance to such a policy for the first time 

42 al-idrīsī, BAS it., 1: 61–62.
43 ibn Jubayr, The Travels, p. 331; id., Voyages, pp. 387–91.
44 metcalfe, The Muslims of Sicily, pp. 301–302.
45 laura sciascia, “Palermo e il mare,” in giosuè musca, ed., Itinerari e centri urbani 

nel Mezzogiorno normanno-svevo, Atti delle decime giornate normanno-sveve (Bari, 21–24 
ottobre 1991) (Bari, 1993), p. 63. 

46 falkenhausen, “i gruppi etnici,” p. 153 and notes 103–104; metcalfe, The Muslims of 
Sicily, pp. 303–305; Joshua c. Birk, Sicilian Counterpoint: Power and Pluralism in Norman 
Sicily, Ph. d. university of santa Barbara, 2006, pp. 113–14; annliese nef, Conquérir et gou-
verner la Sicile islamique aux XIe et XIIe siècles, Bibliothèque des Écoles françaises d’athènes 
et de rome, 346 (rome, 2011), pp. 340–42. 

47 it was indeed the early concern of the norman dynasty of the altavilla to avail them-
selves of the arab administrative personnel for the fiscal management of the future King-
dom which led to Palermo, the fulcrum of sicilian arabism, being chosen as the capital, 
rather than messina, see henri Bresc, “In ruga que arabice dicitur zucac . . .”: les rues de 
Palerme (1070–1460), in id., Politique et société en Sicile, XIIe–XVe siècles, Variorum reprints 
(aldershot, 1990), p. 155. 

48 metcalfe, The Muslims of Sicily, pp. 305–306; salvatore Tramontana, “Palermo dai 
normanni al Vespro,” in Storia di Palermo, iii (Palermo, 2003), p. 32.
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must have combined with a crisis within the palace, if it is true that at 
the end of his life roger ii “secularibus negociis aliquantulum postpositis  
et omissis, Judeos et Sarracenos ad fidem Christi convertere modis omnibus 
laborabat et conversis dona plurima et necessaria conferebat.”49 a still graver  
episode saw a baronial revolt against William i, which cost admiral maio 
his life in 1160 and involved the sack of the royal palace, the destruction 
of the cadastre, the ransacking of muslims’ city houses and their expul-
sion from the cassaro in 1161. according to ugo falcando, at this date the 
Palermitan saracens were primarily involved in trade and in serving their 
sovereign as collectors of customs tolls.50 although the King’s suppression 
of the insurgents had enabled various muslims in the court party to take  
their revenge against those who had attacked them or who had threatened  
to do so,51 it was nonetheless from this date that records suggest a 
demographic contraction and economic marginalization of the muslim  
mercantile and artisanal class, leaving a void that foreign merchant groups 
already active in the city were destined to fill.52 such changes were of course 
slow to have an impact. indeed, when Benjamin of Tudela visited Palermo 
between 1170 and 1173, though he had clearly sensed the threatening 
atmosphere that weighed upon the Jewish and muslim communities, he 
was still at pains to emphasise their commercial dynamism.53 a decade 
later, according to ibn Jubayr’s summary, the mosques in Palermo were 
still numerous, but there was no solidarity between the muslim elite at 
court and the disinherited majority of muslim small artisans and peasants 
from the hinterland, who were increasingly exposed to the temptation 
of an easy conversion to christianity, and with it the promise of a better 
life.54 after the death of William ii, which was followed by a dispute over 
the succession, there were further massacres and destruction of muslim 

49 romualdus salernitanus, Chronicon, ed. carlo alberto garufi, ris 7 (città di castello, 
1914–35), p. 236; see also mario gallina, “dominazioni costruite, dominazioni percepite: 
l’urbanistica palermitana dei secoli X–Xii tra architetture arabe e normanne,” paper given 
in the context of the conference Identità cittadine e aggregazioni sociali in Italia. Secoli 
XI–XV (Trieste, 28–30 June 2010), forthcoming.

50 ugo falcando, Il Regno di Sicilia, ed. Vito lo curto (cassino, 2007), p. 131; id., La his-
toria o liber de Regno Sicilie, ed. giovan Battista siragusa, fsi 22, (rome, 1897), p. 57. 

51 falcando, Il Regno, pp. 170–75; 184–87; id., Liber de Regno, pp. 79–80; 85–86. 
52 Peri, “il porto di Palermo,” pp. 444, 449; Tramontana, “Palermo dai normanni,”  

pp. 33–34. 
53 Beniamino da Tudela, Libro di viaggi, ed. laura minervini (Palermo, 1989), p. 82. 
54 ibn Jubayr, The Travels, p. 332; id., Voyages, pp. 389–90; sciascia, “Palermo e il mare,” 

p. 63. 
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houses and property, within Palermo and beyond it, razing to the ground 
the countless casali which dotted the Palermitan hinterland and guaran-
teed its agricultural wealth, and causing thousands of muslims to flee to 
the mountains or to quit the island and settle in north africa.55

Palermo as a Trading city Between the angevins and the 
aragonese (13th–14th century)

according to the conventional historiographical wisdom, which regards 
the manufacturing production of the norman epoch as still important for 
sicilian overseas trade, at the time of King William i and King William ii,  
and paralleling the gradual destruction of sicily’s muslim community, 
there was triggered that economic downturn which transformed the island 
from being a country exporting not only foodstuffs but also semi-finished 
articles and some prestige finished products into a country of extensive 
agriculture for export, above all wheat and barley and also, after a long 
eclipse, sugar cane.56 during the reign of frederick ii of swabia the shift 
from the first to the second economic system is held to have accelerated. 
on the one hand, the new ruler sought a radical solution to the problem 
of sicily, and Palermo, and the failure to achieve peaceful cohabitation 
with the local muslim communities, by deporting the latter to lucera, 
in apulia. on the other hand, he endeavoured, unsuccessfully, through 
his invitation in 1239 to certain Jewish communities from the maghreb 
to settle in the Palermitan conca d’oro, to relaunch cultivation of sugar 
cane and of plants used in dyeing, along with the rearing of silkworms, 
activities upon which sicilian manufacturing activity in the islamic and 
norman epochs had been based.57 a large part of the Palermitan quarter 
of the seralcadi—at one time the centre of the above productive activities 
and inhabited by the city’s last saracens, the descendants of those who 
had been driven out of the cassaro in 1161—was depopulated as a result 
of the frederician deportations.58

55 ferdinando maurici, L’Emirato sulle montagne (Palermo, 1987), pp. 34–35. 
56 ouerfelli, Le sucre, pp. 154–55.
57 Jean-louis-alphonse huillard-Bréholles, ed., Historia diplomatica Friderici secundi, V, 

Paris, 1857, pp. 595–97; giuseppe mandalà, “la migration des juifs du garbum en sicile 
(1239),” in Benoît grévin, ed., Maghreb-Italie. Des passeurs médiévaux à l’orientalisme  
moderne (XIIIe–milieu XXe siècle), collection de l’École française de rome, 439 (rome, 
2010), pp. 19–48. 

58 Peri, “il porto di Palermo,” pp. 431–32.
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conversely, the eastern sector of the seralcadi and the adjacent area 
subsequently called the Porta dei Patitelli, midway between the seralcadi 
and the Kalsa, behind the port, would from the 12th century onwards begin 
their rise to prominence, thanks to the activity of foreign merchants and 
shipowners. The first such foreigners to settle were the amalfitans, who 
built their church there, dedicated to st. andrea. The area later encom-
passed the arsenal to the north, the church of s. domenico to the west, the 
“via dei catalani” to the south and the church of s. francesco to the east. 
in the port there were ships laden with cereals, bound for Pisa, genoa and 
marseilles and bringing back textiles on the return voyage, as well as use-
ful metals such as copper and tin from northern europe and iron from the 
island of elba. changes in the built environment reflect fairly faithfully the 
impact of this trade and its protagonists upon the urban area in question. 
The amalfitans, who by the first decades of the 14th century were already 
an integral part of the city aristocracy, turned out to favour financial  
activities such as the leasing of tolls and gabelles59 (consider, for example, 
the case of the Pulcaro, Pando, cisario and afflitto families). The Pisans, 
for their part, stationed along their ruga Pisanorum, and the florentines, 
clustered around the church of s. francesco, had got the upper hand in 
trade. for the Tuscans in general gave every sign of possessing the finan-
cial acumen needed to organise large-scale commercial ventures, being 
able to advance considerable sums against the sale of foodstuffs, to lease 
public offices associated with sicilian overseas trade and to make loans 
to the crown, until the day came when, having built up a substantial sei-
gneurial inheritance, they chose to follow the path taken by the amalfitans  
and to swell the ranks of the Palermitan patriciate.60 These merchant 
communities, joined latterly by those from marseilles and from catalonia, 
were in large part responsible for the renewal of the built environment in 
the lower city, constructing in the commercial quarter progressively larger 
and more opulent buildings in which to conduct their affairs, the mer-
chant lodges, and playing their part in the gradual transfer into that same 
quarter of the government offices associated with overseas trade, such as 
the customs house, once upon a time located in the cassaro.61

59 henri Bresc, “mort aux angevins!”, in henri Bresc and geneviève Bresc-Bautier, eds., 
Palerme 1070–1492. Mosaïque de peuples, nation rebelle: la naissance violente de l’identité 
sicilienne (Paris, 1993), pp. 122–23.

60 Pietro corrao, “uomini d’affari stranieri nelle città siciliane nel tardo medioevo,” 
Revista de historia medieval, 11 (2000), pp. 143–46. 

61  Bresc, “les rues de Palerme,” pp. 165–67.
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if Palermo still retained its pre-eminence as a great mediterranean port, 
it was not so much on account of the volume of trade, in which respect it 
was at times overtaken by messina, but through the fact of being the cen-
tre that representatives of the foreign merchant communities frequented 
the most, so that it almost ended up playing the role, as Pietro corrao 
has claimed, of a “decompression chamber” for exchanges between local 
products and imported goods.62 By the same token, all those legal and 
financial operations necessary to the existence of the complex forms of 
trade in which the Tuscans excelled—namely, the partnership contracts 
between merchants, the surety guarantees, the negotiation of loans and, 
crucially, the stock exchange for quotations on grains and for bills of 
exchange, which had to be purchased—took place in Palermo, save when 
the city was in a state of turmoil.63

The winning of the sicilian crown by the capetian prince charles i of 
anjou, who by force of arms had wrested it from the heirs of frederick ii, 
brought yet other merchant groups to Palermo and to certain other sicilian  
cities. These new merchant communities, originally from marseilles and 
Provence, devoted themselves to exporting thousands of salme of wheat 
from the sicilian capital and built their own lodges on plots from the royal 
demesne offered by the crown.64 The angevin dynasty was not destined 
to wield authority over Palermo for long, however. one of those episodes of 
serious urban unrest alluded to above, indeed, the most famous of them, 
in 1282, gave rise to the revolt against the angevins and to the detaching 
of sicily from southern italy, under the sovereignty of another dynasty, 
founded by the second-born son of the King of aragon and count of  
Barcelona, which reigned over sicily for almost the entire 14th century. 
The origins of the Vespers are indubitably complex and none too easy to 
interpret, and here i will simply emphasise that Palermo itself was the 
theatre in which the unthinkably cruel first act was performed, involving 
the massacre of all individuals of french or Provençal origin then in the 
city whom the mob succeeded in laying their hands upon.65 The aragonese 

62 Pietro corrao, “mercanti stranieri e regno di sicilia: sistema di protezioni e modalità 
di radicamento nella società cittadina,” in mario del Treppo, ed., Sistema di rapporti ed 
élites economiche in Europa (secoli XII–XVII) (naples, 1994), pp. 100–101.

63 Bresc, Un monde méditerranéen, p. 401.
64 see I registri della cancelleria angioina ricostruiti da Riccardo Filangieri con la col-

laborazione degli archivisti napoletani, Testi e documenti di storia napoletana, Xiii, registro 
lXX, nn. 128–129 (18 november 1275).

65 salvatore Tramontana, Gli anni del Vespro. L’immaginario, la cronaca, la storia (Bari, 
1989), p. 10 and note 11.
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dynasty sought to deprive sicilian overseas trade of some of its traditional 
outlets and to steer it towards certain others. naples and the guelph 
republics of florence and genoa were removed from the list of legitimate 
destinations, while closer ties were by contrast forged with Pisa, catalonia 
and its dependencies, such as the Balearic islands and sardinia. in practice, 
however, only the commercial exchanges with the angevin Kingdom of 
naples were blocked, and then only intermittently, by the latent state of 
war with sicily, at any rate up until the Peace of aversa of 1372. in the 
other cases, much depended upon the strength of royal authority in sicily, 
on the influence of the merchant communities present on the island and 
on the number of individuals belonging to them who could claim to the 
local authorities that they had by then become naturalized sicilians. in 
fact, in the Palermo of the first half of the fourteenth century the largest  
merchant community was indeed the genoese,66 which, despite the 
ligurian republic’s alignment with the guelph camp, proved able, as we 
shall see below, to hold its own throughout the Trecento in aragonese, 
pro-ghibelline sicily. on the other hand, the Vespers, as may readily be 
understood, had the effect of throwing the sicilian ports wide open to the 
catalan merchant navy, which, owing to the special protection extended 
to it, came during the first half of the century to account with its own 
ships for 40% of goods transported through sicilian overseas trade.67 of 
the various consular networks, the catalan soon became the most devel-
oped, its epicentre being in Palermo, where, in the ruga Catalanorum, the 
largest catalan consulate on the island might be found. The aragonese 
crown did not make any attempts at mass colonization in sicily, as it 
would do in some localities in sardinia, and for their part the leading 
actors in the catalan merchant community were slow to settle perma-
nently in Palermo and to ask for naturalization.68 after the uprisings of 
1346–48 against them, the catalan merchants, together with others linked 
to their nation (Valencians, majorcans) and present in Palermo, began for 
security’s sake to store their goods in the castello a mare, where their con-
sul did in fact hold his tribunal.69 The catalans, though having in absolute 

66 corrao, “uomini d’affari,” p. 148.
67 Bresc, Un monde méditerranéen, p. 526, note 16; david abulafia, “catalan merchants 

and the Western mediterranean, 1236–1300: studies in the notarial acts of Barcelona and 
sicily,” Viator: Medieval and Renaissance Studies 16 (1985), pp. 232–42.

68 Bresc, Un monde méditerranéen, pp. 419–21; corrao, “mercanti stranieri,” p. 97. 
69 corrao, “uomini d’affari,” pp. 147–48. 
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terms the most ships in the port of Palermo between 1298 and 1339, were 
then completely outstripped by the genoese.

indeed, an east-west split of sicilian production and trade was just then 
under way, as became quite obvious in the latter half of the century, when 
genoese merchants prevailed in Palermo and in western sicily, while the 
catalans concentrated upon catania and eastern sicily, both communi-
ties leaving little room to Pisans and florentines,70 who were superior in 
commercial and banking expertise but lacked a naval force large enough 
to deal with the volume of their exchanges.71 The florentines, labouring 
under the harshest restrictions in western sicily, in many cases responded 
by sending documents to the Palermitan authorities to expedite their own 
naturalization, except when they were representatives of banking societies  
which had been granted special privileges (acciaiuoli, Bardi, Peruzzi).72 
The Venetians, for their part, were still wholly absent from the port of  
Palermo, although, as we noted above, they had frequented it in the  
norman period; by this date all they did was call in at some ports in south-
eastern sicily on the route which from the adriatic went to malta and to 
Tripoli on the Barbary coast.73

The fracture of sicilian economic reality and the preponderance of cer-
tain merchant groups over all the others was the mirror-image and con-
sequence of the disastrous political situation in which the Kingdom of 
sicily, and Palermo in particular, then found itself, being prey to a civil 
war between feudal factions, which, in order to differentiate themselves 
one from the other, had adopted an ethnic label. Thus, the “catalan” fac-
tion, led by the alagona family, was in dispute with the “latin” or “italian” 
faction, captained by the mighty chiaromonte and Ventimiglia families. 
The young King louis of sicily, having fallen under the influence of the 
catalan party, in 1353 when in catania ended up sending the principal 
representatives of the chiaromonte family into exile, while the latter, 
in their turn, also in part because of the famine that was then ravaging 
Palermo,74 did not scruple, with the support of a good part of the population  

70 epstein, An Island for Itself, p. 92. 
71  Bresc, Un monde méditerranéen, pp. 282–83.
72 david abulafia, “southern italy and the florentine economy, 1265–1370,” The Eco-

nomic History Review, second series, 34/3 (1981), pp. 386–87 and note 53.
73 david abulafia, “Venice and the Kingdom of naples in the last years of robert the 

Wise, 1332–1343,” Papers of the British School at Rome 48 (1980), p. 193; Bresc, Un monde 
méditerranéen, p. 283. 

74 salvatore Tramontana, Michele da Piazza e il potere baronale in Sicilia (messina- 
florence, 1963), p. 265 and note 4. 
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of sicily, to call upon the hated angevins of naples to reconquer the 
island and, above all, to restock Palermo with supplies.75 The Palermitans 
backed these plans, and sent messengers to louis of Taranto, husband 
of Queen Joan i of naples, to negotiate the hand-over of the city to the 
angevins. for this they were roundly rebuked by the pro-catalan faction, 
which remembered the city’s glorious past, epitomised by the Vespers.76 
michele da Piazza described a Palermo now bereft of traffic and trade, 
culturally depressed, with derelict buildings and monuments and in so 
parlous a state that even the appearance of its noblewomen had suffered77 
and recounted the rapturous greeting the city gave in april 1354 to the  
seneschal of the Kingdom of naples, acciaiuoli, and to its four galleys 
laden with supplies, with the seneschal promptly repaying the compliment 
by distributing foodstuffs to the city’s inhabitants.78 With Palermo under 
angevin control (a period that continued until 1357–58), the importing of 
wheat, on the basis of a decree by Joan i and louis of naples of november 
1355, was entrusted to a genoese merchant, who was vested with the right 
to decide who might be exempted from the relevant tolls. The praetor 
and judges of the city of Palermo soon took steps against this privilege, 
which effectively established a monopoly, and acting in unison with the 
chiaromonte called upon the magna curia to annul it.79 it is nonetheless 
hard to conceive just how much the city’s condition differed from the 
angevin Palermo of 70 years before, when sicily had been the granary  
of the mediterranean and the sicilian crown imposed and collected an 
onerous ius exiture from all the merchant communities which exported 
thousands of salme of grain a year from Palermo and the other licensed 
ports on the island. an agreement reached in 1361 between the chiaromonte  
and the new king of sicily, frederick iV, louis’ brother, though it did 
little in the long term to allay the tensions between the crown and the 
overweening Palermitan family, did nonetheless have the positive effect 
of reopening the port of Palermo to international trade.80 once again 

75 mattheus Palmerius, Vita Nicolai Acciaioli, ed. gino scaramella, rsi Xiii (Bologna, 
1934), 2: 18; giovanni Villani, Nuova cronica, ed. giuseppe Porta (Parma, 1991), 3: 155–56. 

76 michele da Piazza, Cronaca (1336–1361), ed. antonino giuffrida, fonti per la storia 
della sicilia, 3 (Palermo, 1980), pp. 200–206.

77 michele da Piazza, Cronaca, pp. 204–205.
78 ibid., p. 200; Palmerius, Vita Nicolai, p. 18. 
79 Patrizia sardina, Palermo e i Chiaromonte: splendore e tramonto di una signoria. 

Potere nobiliare, ceti dirigenti e società tra XIV e XV secolo (caltanissetta-rome, 2003),  
pp. 38–39; 41. 

80 Bresc, Un monde méditerranéen, p. 817.
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it was the chiaromonte who were in a position to decide just whom this  
reopening should favour and all the more so after the death of frederick iV 
in 1377 and the accession to the sicilian throne of mary, his sole legitimate 
daughter but still a minor, and therefore flanked by a “collective vicariate” 
composed of the most important fief-holders of the Kingdom, in which 
the chiaromonte had a role answering to their expectations. manfredi 
chiaromonte, count of modica, admiral of the Kingdom, had close eco-
nomic ties with the genoese, not by chance represented in late-14th cen-
tury Palermo alone by a community of 50–60 merchants,81 who enjoyed 
protection even against political upheavals. Thus, when in the spring of 
1392 King martin the elder of aragon and his son King martin the younger 
of sicily wrested control of Palermo and of the island from the fief-holders,  
they called upon their representatives and subordinates to respect the 
genoese merchants and “upright persons” who frequented Palermo, 
under the protection of the doge of genoa’s ambassador, and this despite 
their recognizing that there were, indeed, “grounds for enmity” towards the 
seafaring republic. despite these considerations, when the chiaromontane 
party’s reaction led to the temporary reconquest of Palermo by enrico 
chiaromonte, it was still genoese merchants who supplied the city 
besieged by the aragonese with provisions, thereby infringing the accord 
entered into with the doge of genoa in order to isolate the rebels against 
the royal authority.82 The long siege of Palermo ended with one quarter  
of the city being pitted against another: the albergheria backed the  
catalans whereas the Khalsa remained loyal to the “italian,” chiaromon-
tane party.

Between 1360 and 1400 four genoese consortia (ardimento, de mari, 
squarciafico and spinola) had divided up between them the bulk of the 
commercial exchanges and banking transactions in Palermo. The city had 
been flooded with cloths produced in flanders and imported by the geno-
ese, whereas every effort had been made to reduce the distribution of 
catalan woollens to a minimum.83 up until the mid-14th century cotton, 
linen and silk fabrics were produced locally for export. attempts were in 
fact also made to establish a woollen industry, a cloth traditionally lacking 
in sicily, by means of the creation in the city, in a palace made available 
by King frederick iii, of a workshop run by the lombard religious order of 

81  corrao, “mercanti stranieri,” p. 88. 
82 sardina, Palermo e i Chiaromonte, pp. 88, 92. 
83 henri Bresc, “la draperie catalane au miroir sicilien, 1300–1460,” Acta historica et 

archaeologica mediaevalia 4 (1983), pp. 108–10. 
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the umiliati, whose prowess in the production of woollen cloth was well 
known.84 after 1350, however, the urban patriciate’s scant enthusiasm for 
investing in the textile sector, and, crucially, its boycotting by the foreign 
merchants, who were concerned to retain the dual concept of exchanging 
imported cloths for foodstuffs and raw materials for weaving, did serious 
damage to this venerable manufacturing tradition.85 after the aragonese 
reconquest of the island, catalan woollens, on the other hand, a cheap but 
at the same time highly prized article, once again flooded into Palermo, 
where at the beginning of the 15th century they accounted for up to 70% 
of the market in textiles.86

for the whole of the 14th century and the early 15th century, Palermo was 
the entry port in sicily not only for imported goods but also for an influx 
of workers on the land and artisans. These immigrants were attracted to 
the city by the chronically low rate of population growth in the sicilian 
hinterland. They came from the franco-Provençal area, from the german 
lands and from the italian peninsula itself, especially from campania, 
once the conclusions to the peace of aversa with the angevins had nota-
bly enhanced exchanges with the Kingdom of naples. By contrast with the 
merchant class, throughout the 15th century these groups of immigrants 
did not have recourse to institutions such as the church or their national 
confraternities in order to keep the memory of their own origins alive and 
merged fairly rapidly with the local population.87

Palermo as a great emporium under aragonese domination  
(end of the 14th century–mid-15th century)

The reconquest of Palermo and of sicily by the two martins would not 
have been possible without the financial subsidies advanced to them by 
merchants and bankers resident in Palermo who were counting upon the 
aragonese reconquest of the island. foremost among them was the floren-
tine giovanni abbatellis, who maintained close commercial ties with the 
branches of the datini company in majorca and Valencia and with those 
of the albertis in Barcelona and also in Valencia.88 he mainly exported 

84 carmelo Trasselli, “Tessuti di lana siciliani a Palermo nel XiV secolo,” Economia e 
Storia (1956/3), 303–16. 

85 But epstein’s position, in An Island to Itself, pp. 182–210, is more nuanced. 
86 epstein, An Island to Itself, pp. 92–93. 
87 Bresc, Un monde méditerranéen, p. 600. 
88 sardina, Palermo e i Chiaromonte, pp. 229–30. 
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grain and imported cloths, thereby epitomizing the characteristics of late-
14th century Palermitan overseas trade, although from the mid-century 
there was evident a return to the exportation of a more varied basket of 
agricultural produce, including cotton, salt, sulphur, cheese, salted tuna, 
sugar and semi-finished leather.

The cultivation and refining of sugar cane had been productive activi-
ties in arabo-norman sicily, all technical knowledge of which would 
seem to have been lost by the beginning of the 13th century. from 1320 
onwards, however, there were signs in some Palermitan market gardens 
of a resumption of the cultivation of cane, and of the production of sugar, 
though only in a limited number of workshops, the product being sold in 
apothecaries’ shops. after 1370 production assumed the aspect of large-
scale manufacturing activity, with large amounts of capital invested, 
coming in part from the merchant class but far more from Palermitan 
patricians, who often owned the land or the trappeto (the machinery used 
for crushing the cane).89 Palermo was not merely the export port for sugar, 
but, together with its hinterland, the conca d’oro, long held a monopoly 
over its production, at any rate up until 1420–30, when the cultivation of 
cane spread far beyond the Palermitan territory and as far as the coastal 
areas of eastern sicily. The technical superiority of Palermitans in the 
running of a sugar refinery was beyond dispute. indeed, technicians from 
Palermo were invited to Barcelona to set up new manufactories there. 
This production sector, even where the delicate phase of arranging for the 
distribution of the product was concerned, continued for a long time to 
be predominantly in the hands of local producers and investors. They did 
their utmost to make direct contact with the markets for which the sugar 
was ultimately destined, namely, aigues-mortes, Bruge, Venice or Barce-
lona, contacting merchants on the spot and organizing transportation in 
order to free themselves, insofar as it was possible, from the mediation 
of the foreign merchants in sicily, who were normally indispensable for 
the long-distance distribution of sicilian products.90 The capillary diffu-
sion across the island of agricultural enterprises such as the trappeti was 
not unconnected to the fact that in the 14th and 15th centuries Palermo 
also asserted itself as an important market for the trade in slaves, coming 
mainly from the maghreb or Black africa, by way of the libyan oases, and 
employed in the abovementioned agricultural enterprises. since the traffic 

89 ouerfelli, Le sucre, in particular, pp. 149 ff.
90 for the mechanics of the exportation process, see ibid., pp. 449–75.
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had its origin in north africa, sicilian Jews, the last people on the island 
to speak arabic as a matter of course, found themselves ideally placed 
to serve as brokers in such a trade, representing potential clients in their 
dealings with the traffickers, who were of sicilian or catalan origin.91

from 1392 the reconquest of sicily by the crown of aragon and Pal-
ermo’s own geographical position as against that of the other sicilian 
ports were factors potentially favouring the growth of the city’s commer-
cial relationships with catalonia and the region of Valencia. There was 
certainly the political will to proceed in that direction. Thus, in return 
for their economic support given to the campaign for the reconquest of  
sicily, the catalan and Valencian merchants won complete exemption 
from the tolls paid on wheat exported from the island, while from 1394–97 
the principal offices associated with the running of the port at Palermo 
were entrusted to catalans, in particular, the castellany of the castello a 
mare, the office of guardian of the Port and that of master of the arsenal, 
while the knight appointed castellan of the royal palace of Palermo was 
likewise a catalan.92 however, these measures were not accompanied by 
absolute catalan naval and commercial predominance in Palermo and in 
sicily, where there was evident rather a subdivision of maritime traffic in 
the main between genoese, who still had the upper hand, catalans and a 
renascent sicilian navy.

after two years of anarchy following the death of King martin i (the 
younger) in 1409 and of King martin ii (the elder) in 1410, the definitive 
reaffirmation of the crown of aragon’s sovereignty over sicily, in 1412, 
with the advent of ferdinand i, entailed Palermo’s political subordination 
first to Barcelona and then to naples, while its rank as capital of sicily was 
threatened by catania. indeed, it was in catania that Blanche of navarre, 
vicar of the King of aragon in sicily, had chosen to reside and it was like-
wise in catania that the subsequent sovereign of aragon and sicily, alfonso 
the magnanimous, founded the island’s first university. heartened by the 
aragonese reconquest, some big catalan merchants set up various opera-
tions in Palermo, in both trade (the exporting of wheat, cotton, salted 
tuna, sugar) and banking (maritime insurance, money-changing, loans); 
others placed their hopes upon a swift entry into the upper echelons of 
the royal administration, preferring, however, catania and eastern sicily  

91  henri Bresc, “la schiavitù in casa degli ebrei siciliani tra Tre e Quattrocento,”  
Quaderni storici 126 (3/2007), pp. 681–83. 

92 sardina, Palermo e i Chiaromonte, pp. 314–26.
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to Palermo. The number of merchants of catalan origin active in sicily  
increased markedly, but it was Palermo, above all, that was able to observe, 
with some surprise, the rapid alteration to the geopolitical context into 
which it had been inserted: between 1412, the year in which sicily was 
definitively united with aragon, and 1442, when alfonso the magnani-
mous, King of aragon and sicily, also conquered the angevin Kingdom 
of naples, the sicilian capital found itself at the centre of the vast arago-
nese area which was expanding like a drop of oil in water, from catalonia 
and the region of Valencia to naples, by way of the Balearic islands and 
sardinia. from the start alfonso counted upon the creation of a vast area 
of exchange between the various aragonese dominions, a sort of com-
mon market, in order to marginalize genoa and Pisa itself, which from  
1406 onwards was under the sovereignty of florence, while bonds were 
tightened between catalonia, the southern Tyrrhenian littoral with naples 
and gaeta, and, beyond the “aragonese lake,” Tripoli on the Barbary 
coast and egypt, in a curious reactivation of the Palermitan trade routes  
followed during the epoch of islamic domination. The catalans should in 
theory have derived the most advantage from such a context;93 in prac-
tice, however, though they did succeed in extending their strictly mercan-
tile activities and were not restricted, as they had been in the previous  
century, to naval transportation, they failed to occupy the entire space 
available to them, from which the merchant navies of genoa, Tuscany, 
naples and Venice continued to profit. genoa, however, above all between 
1435 and 1450, suffered so many arrests and confiscations that very few of its 
merchants had a secure operational base in sicily,94 while from the begin-
ning of the century the catalans gradually reduced the overall amount of 
sugar exported from Palermo to Barcelona, having found another source 
in Valencia, and, by contrast with their Tuscan rivals, they suffered from 
a certain weakness in their financial organization.95

Tuscan merchants and bankers would therefore be the most active on 
the sicilian sugar market in the 15th century, with a trade and banking 
network which extended from Palermo to aigues mortes, Bruges and 

93 mario del Treppo, I mercanti catalani e l’espansione della Corona d’Aragona nel 
secolo XV (naples, 1972), pp. 202 ff. 

94 Bresc, Un monde méditerranéen, pp. 302–306, 377; epstein, An Island to Itself,  
pp. 285–86. 

95 mohamed ouerfelli, “le transport du sucre en méditerranée à la fin du moyen Âge 
(XiVe–XVe siècle),” in coulon, Picard and Valérian, eds., Espaces et réseaux en Méditerranée, 
pp. 269–70. 
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london. The Pisans, in particular, after Pisa had ceased to be an inde-
pendent republic, would find a climate very much in their favour, given 
their status as victims of florentine expansionism. on 24 april 1408 King 
martin i promulgated, from catania, a privilege in favour of the Pisans, 
whose right to come and go, to trade and take up residence in the whole 
of the island, especially in Palermo, was recognized, as if they were citi-
zens and inhabitants of the Kingdom, even in case of war with florence 
(and therefore henceforth with Pisa also).96 The Pisans, for their part, 
reacted positively to the royal favour shown to them not only through 
the immigration from Pisa of many new exponents practitioners of its 
commerce, welcomed by the more venerable 14th century nucleus of fel-
low citizens present in Palermo, but also through the noteworthy increase 
in their requests for naturalization: according to documents produced by 
the offices of the secrezia and of the council of Palermo, between 1416 
and 1459 there were 2 requests to be registered as new citizens lodged 
by florentines and a full 15 requests submitted by Pisans.97 The Pisan 
immigration to Palermo then under way consisted of those in the great 
mercantile and banking houses, which would later transfer their finan-
cial activities to their adopted metropolis (alliata, gaetani, da settimo,  
aiutamichristo), devoting themselves in the meantime to producing and to 
trading in grain (Vernagalli, da settimo), and also to highly prized products  
requiring high levels of investment such as salted tuna, cotton and of 
course sugar (alliata, Bonconti, da caprona, del campo, gaetani, lancia, 
Vernagalli).98 With regard to this latter product, precisely because they 
were exiles and certainly destined for rapid naturalization, those Pisan 
merchant-bankers who had immigrated most recently found themselves 
granted complete freedom to trade in, and produce, a product which the 
urban aristocracy of Palermo had regarded as their exclusive preserve.99 
in Palermo, the responsibility for dealing with banks of deposit and letters 
of change, elsewhere so closely associated with the florentines, became 
the Pisan merchant-bankers’ prerogative.100 The fact that the latter, resi-
dent in Palermo, had attained to absolute pre-eminence in the sicilian 

  96 giuseppe Petralia, Banchieri e famiglie mercantili nel Mediterraneo aragonese. 
L’emigrazione dei Pisani in Sicilia nel Quattrocento (Pisa, 1989), pp. 51, 347 and note 161.

  97 Bresc, Un monde méditerranéen, p. 373. 
  98 ibid., p. 411; epstein, An Island to Itself, p. 284. 
  99 Petralia, Banchieri e famiglie, pp. 328, 330. 
100 ibid., p. 29.
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banking and financial spheres, and that from 1435 the island of sicily had 
become the lynchpin of alfonso the magnanimous’ strategic plan for the 
conquest of the Kingdom of naples, meant that between the 1430s and 
the 1450s a very firm bond was established between the Palermo of the 
Pisan merchant-bankers, masters of the most advanced instruments for 
delivering credit, and the aragonese court.101 amongst other things, this 
bond earned the city its royal reconfirmation as capital of the Kingdom 
of sicily in 1437, despite the aspirations and counterclaims of catania. 
in the space between four capital cities—Valencia, Barcelona, naples 
and Palermo—there unfolded speculative gambling on the outcome of 
exchanges effected at the King’s bidding, and with the one who stood to 
gain being, apart from the Pisan bankers enjoying the royal trust, the King 
himself.102 it had been a long time since a King was resident in Palermo, 
but this did not mean that the crown exerted scant influence upon the 
city in the alfonsine epoch.

101  ibid., pp. 51–52.
102 ibid., p. 55.



Religious PaleRmo:  
a PanoRama between the 12th and the 15th CentuRies

henri bresc

the Palermitan church, reconstructed in the 12th century, within a zone of 
Christendom strongly marked by original greek and arab features, led the 
city’s inhabitants in the course of three centuries towards a more classical, 
italianized and tuscanized Christianity. never occupying an obviously 
very central place in a sicily that was anyway polycephalous, and having 
therefore to vie with other poles of attraction, namely, the archbishopric 
of messina and the archimandritate of s. salvatore, it was nonetheless rich, 
powerful and sustained by an active clergy. the archives contain scant 
information regarding the personnel, or the running of the churches, nor 
do they enable us to flesh out the general tenor of religious devotion. in 
short, we lack a corpus of ecclesiastical, legal or hagiographic archives. 
using the tithe returns, however, which are held in the archives at Rome, 
we can list the churches and their incumbents, for 1308, for 1346–1347, 
and for 1455–1457, while the Registers at the Vatican and the latran give 
a large number of reports put to use by salvatore Fodale.1 on the other 
hand, we have had recourse to a source lacking in the rest of the island, a 
set of wills, 958 in all, from 1298 to 1460,2 which allow us to reconstitute a 
serial history of devotion as seen from below, while a certain number of 
notarized contracts describe the ecclesiastical establishments and identify 
and list the clergy and the friars.

the ecclesial landscape

The Reconstruction

the restoration of the Palermitan church from the end of the 11th cen-
tury onwards must be seen in the context of a multi-confessional city: the  

1 salvatore Fodale, Alunni della perdizione. Chiesa e potere in Sicilia durante il grande 
Scisma (1372–1416), istituto storico per il medio evo, nuovi studi storici, 80, (Rome, 2008).

2 henri bresc, Un Monde méditerranéen: économie et société en Sicile (1300–1460), biblio-
thèque des Écoles françaises d’athènes et de Rome, fasc. 262 (Paris-Rome-Palermo, 1986), 
pp. 607–622.
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muslims retained their mosques, their law and their judges until the 
inevitable crisis, extending from 1190 to 1240, and the Jewish community 
preserved a fairly favourable dhimma status up until the expulsion of 1492–
1493, decided and enacted despite the local authorities being opposed to 
it.3 Rechristianization began with the foundation by the monarchy and the 
grandees, that is to say, the greek- and arab-speaking emirs, of churches 
and monasteries clustered together in the upper town of the Cassaro, 
the centre of comtal and monarchical power. of the thirty-five churches 
attested for the 12th century, there being thirty-two in the city itself and 
three in its suburb, twenty, or two-thirds, were situated in the Cassaro, 
and of these the majority were monasteries. a “greek” group was consti-
tuted around the monastery of santa maria della grotta, which stood next 
to the torrent of Kemonia, in the quarter of the future albergheria, which 
then had seven churches, established on the site of ancient sanctuaries 
situated in caves. Further on, the magione, then a Cistercian monastery, 
and the hierosolymitan hospital of s. giovanni alla guilla, were built on 
the empty fields of the future borgo. the Cassaro then assumed its guise 
as a religious centre: at the end of the 13th century it still housed thirty-six 
of the seventy-eight urban churches, in other words, 46% of them, and at 
the end of the 15th century, seventy-two churches out of 173, that is 41%.

the greeks, in particular the mozarabs, offered crucial support to 
rechristianization. one index is supplied by the dedications of some of 
the oldest churches. the churches dedicated to saints from the “greek” 
pole, as defined by sulamith brodbeck,4 numbered fifteen within the city, 
of which six were in the Cassaro, while two were situated beyond the 
walls. a set of churches following the greek rite, s. tommaso dei greci in 
the Cassaro, s. nicola la Carrubba in the Kalsa, s. nicola de Chufra and 
s. nicola de Kemonia, the rupestrian churches of santa Venera and of 
s. Pancrazio in the albergheria, delineate a greek Palermo which would 
fade in the course of the 14th century. these were greeks in liturgy but 
not in language, having adopted the Romance dialect of sicily, a nebu-
lous presence around the “courtyard” and the street known as Grecia in 
the albergheria, close to the giudecca, with which various coerced immi-

3 to give just one example: in 1491, with the agreement of the Pope, the archbishop 
decided to deconsecrate the abandoned churches in the Jewish quarter, and to allow the 
master doctor Prosper de la bonavogla to buy the ruins of sant’ippolito in the Cassaro.

4 demetrius, onofrius, marina, Pancratius, the Forty martyrs and theodor; sulamith 
brodbeck, Les Saints de la cathédrale de Monreale en Sicile, Collection de l’École française 
de Rome, 432 (Rome, 2010).
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grants merged, slaves from the byzantine empire, who, though soon freed, 
had stood by one another and clustered around the church of santa maria 
dell’ammiraglio. greek priests watched over them until the 15th century, 
some of them from morea, Patras and Clarentia, while others were sicilian  
and married, the protopappas being their representative to the archbishop. 
study of wills shows that there was no breach between greeks and latins: 
several, who were notables, and even a priest from the Cathedral, made 
provision for legacies to the monastery of the grotta, and invited greek 
and latin clergy to their funerals indiscriminately. the process of decline 
was slow and inexorable: the grotta had seven monks in 1342, still had 
six in 1362, but only two in 1373, and then, after the monastery had been 
refloated by monks originating from marsala and noto, it was given in 
commenda.

norman sicily had reconstructed devotion to the saints, recovered 
some forms of veneration from the pre-muslim past, and imported vari-
ous others, be they universal saints or objects of the individual piety of the 
prince or of a minister.5 Recoveries from the Christian past only occurred 
on a modest scale at Palermo: the “sicilian” saints, generally linked to their 
town of origin,6 enjoyed limited success. only universal saints, such as 
agatha, already honoured by a byzantine church whose memory had been 
perpetuated in arabic place-names, and lucia, were deeply popular; ten 
such churches could be counted within the city and four outside its walls, 
four of which were dedicated to agatha. Palermo embraced only lucia, 
Pancras of taormina, Phillip of argirò and Venera, but it also adopted 
two saints of african origin, namely, Calogero and olivia, along with Vito 
(guy), a lucanian saint. the only saint who was strictly speaking Palermi-
tan, Rosalia, enjoyed only a modest popularity up until the 17th century. 

the white mantle of the constructed or reconstructed churches is an 
expression of the norman melting-pot. built on the foundation walls of 
the Palaeo-Christian church, itself reoccupied by the jāmi‘ mosque, the 
cathedral, which was completed in 1185, is a huge and powerful edifice 
which combines a basilica plan, expressed through the height and light-
ness of the volumes, with original forms, such as blind arcades and lava 
decoration on the facades and the apses. the elevation, the verticality of 
the cathedral, as of the Cappella Palatina and the magione, is a feature 

5 annliese nef, La re-christianisation de la Sicile et le culte des saints au XIIe siècle, 
mémoire inédit de l’École française de Rome, 2002.

6 agrippina was linked to mineo, leoluca to Corleone, Philadelphus and his brothers 
to lentini, Vital to Castronovo.
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shared by the architecture of the many small churches clustered in the 
Cassaro. the basilica plan is very widespread (santa maria maddalena, 
s. Cataldo, s. giovanni dei lebbrosi, monreale, santo spirito) and may 
sometimes be combined with the raising up of the sanctuary on the 
greek plan (Palatine Chapel) and with roofed domes. other edifices are 
on a byzantine plan in the form of the greek cross, for example, santa 
maria dell’ammiraglio (the martorana) and sant’antonio in the Cassaro. 
a stately and austere architecture, and the embossing of the walls with 
small stones, are combined with a decoration indicative of majesty: mosa-
ics with a gold background, solemn figures, dominated by Christ Panto-
cratôr, the Virgin odigitria, and the angels. the enduring prestige of these 
norman models, and the popularity of their archaic forms, accounts for 
the fame of these monuments, the martorana, described as a “precious 
jewel” in 1451, the Cappella Palatina, restored in 1460, monreale too, which 
the gascon nompar de Caumont admired in 1420 and which in 1472 was 
deemed to be an “excellent and very worthy building, comparable with 
the worthiest and most excellent buildings in the whole universe.”7

the parishes structuring Palermitan space8 appeared towards the end 
of the 13th century in bequests, as did the Cathedral itself: small, condi-
tional gifts were designed to attract clergy attached to the parishes or to 
the Cathedral chapel to funeral processions. the choice of burial in the 
parish church was part and parcel of the 13th century devotional “ancien 
régime,” from which Palermitans were gradually breaking away: from 40% 
of all testators and testatrixes in the first half of the 14th century, the num-
bers fell to 29% in the second half of the century, and to 20% between 
1400 and 1460. this choice served to shape the urban landscape: a seedbed 
of cemeteries was located around the parish and other churches with a 
sepulchral vocation, such as santa marina, santa Croce and la maddalena 
in the galca.

a third volet made up the devotional “ancien régime”, namely, the 
expressions of individual piety at urban or periurban monasteries: as in 
the case of parish burial, this was particularly common with women; one 
in four at the beginning of the 14th century, with one in five leaving a 
legacy to a monastery and with one in thirteen choosing to be buried 

7 giuseppe bellafiore, Architettura in Sicilia (1415–1535) (Palermo, 1984), p. 177.
8 they are ten in number: s. giacomo la marina and sta margherita in the Conceria, 

attested in 1264, sant’antonio in the Cassaro, sant’ippolito and sta Croce in the seralcadi 
(1267), s. nicolò dei latini all’albergheria (1284), s. nicolò dei latini in the Kalsa (1306), s. 
giovanni dei tartari all’albergheria (1327).
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there, whereas the men rarely acted thus, with one in ten making a gift 
and one in twenty opting for burial there, and the numbers would have 
been still lower had it not been for the adoption of a eremitical spirituality 
on the part of the new monasteries, s. martino and the Vergini. the new 
convents had taken the place of the old monastery.

another noteworthy form of devotion had been inherited from the 12th 
century, that addressed to the holy land sanctuaries, the Commandery 
of the Knights hospitaller at s. giovanni battista alla guilla, the hospital 
of the ss. trinità della magione, belonging to the teutonic Knights, and 
a convent of the small congregation of augustinian nuns at santa maria 
in Valverde of saint John of acre. a few belated legacies relating to the 
Crusades served to prolong this form of piety.

The New Piety: Mendicants and Confraternities

the advent of the mendicant orders led to the tradition of eremitism being 
combined with Palermo’s communal aspirations, backed by the tuscan 
merchants: the first church of the minor friars was built on a plot given 
by the Pisans, whereas legend has it that saint angelus the Carmelite had 
been given shelter at the greek monastery of la grotta. sicily served as a 
refuge for the “fraticelli” and in Palermo the movement for poverty took a 
violent turn: in 1328, the Father superior of s. Francesco was detained by 
the archbishop and then released at the behest of the Commune. Francis-
cans and dominicans were in dispute, while “the people were greatly per-
plexed.” hostility to the avignon Papacy fostered an association between 
Franciscanism and the ghibelline cause. brother ubertino of Corleone 
was charged in 1373 with having stirred up the ghibellines of Piacenza, 
and with having favoured the projected marriage of Frederick iV with the 
daughter of galeazzo Visconti, thereby fostering a rear alliance against 
angevin naples and against the states of the Church. but note the com-
plete absence of heresy, save for a fleeting trace of “Patarines” in the 
toponymy of the Cassaro, in the darbum de Pactarenis attested in 1337.

in the 13th century this first revolution in piety saw the building of 
monasteries, serving as new centres of devotion: s. Francesco between 
the quarters of Porta Patitelli and the Kalsa, s. domenico between Porta 
Patitelli and the seralcadi, then sant’agostino in the seralcadi itself, and 
finally the Carmelite monastery in the new quarter of the albergheria. 
these were all imposing monuments, deploying a sober gothic architec-
ture, designed for preaching, with a single nave at sant’agostino and three 
naves at s. Francesco. they took their inspiration from tuscany, whereas 
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in painting the importation of works by gera de Pisa and antonio Vene-
ziano meant that the models were predominantly Pisan, although the 
genoese workshops also left their mark (the Madonna dell’Umiltà, 1346). 
Figures afflicted by pain and sorrow now supplanted the ancient images 
of serene majesty, and Palermitans set eyes on a suffering Christ made 
human, Christ as the man of sorrows, Christ scourged, the Virgin likewise 
made human, humble or protective.

the mendicant orders’ popularity became increasingly evident in the 
14th century, as confessors and as executors of wills. the numbers choosing  
burial in a monastery or associated confraternity oscillated, depending 
upon the decade, between 35% and 55% of all testators and testatrixes in 
the 14th century, the average being 41%, leading to a proliferation of familial 
funerary chapels and of the first lateral chapels. between 1400 and 1460, 
this practice underwent a noteworthy decline: between 25% and 40% 
for men, and between 25% and 68% for women, with the average being 
36.5%. the same development is evident in the choice of funereal garb, 
which was almost always that of the Franciscans; the women, who had 
very early embraced an observant spirituality, subsequently remained 
faithful to the mendicant habit, whereas only one in three, or one in five, 
Palermitan men chose it. this abandonment also found expression in 
a steep decline in the number of friars at s. Francesco and, to a lesser 
extent, at s. domenico, falling from sixteen in both monasteries before 
1348 to six in 1365 at s. domenico, going back up to thirteen in 1376 and 
then oscillating between sixteen and twenty-two, whereas the number of 
Franciscans climbed laboriously back up to thirteen in 1425 and to sixteen 
in 1446.

Permanent Features and Elements of Renewal:  
Eremitism, Hospitals and Poverty

an original feature of Palermitan religious life was the enduring commit-
ment of the inhabitants to the radical Franciscan movement, to rural and 
urban eremitism,9 and to the poverty of the order of Penitence, of the 
Continent friars. monastic and eremitical devotion found expression from 
a very early date in church dedications, nine of them intra muros, concen-

9 henri bresc, “l’érémitisme franciscain en sicile,” in Francescanesimo e cultura in Sici-
lia (secc. XIII–XVI), Atti del convegno internazionale di studio nell’ottavo centenario della 
nascita di San Francesco d’Assisi (Palerme, mars 1982), Schede medievali 12–13, January–
december 1987, pp. 37–44.
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trated in the Cassaro and old, and five outside the walls.10 the only two 
Palermitan saints, Rosalia and geraldo, were indeed hermits.

the link between the eremitical movement, Franciscanism and the 
founding of hospitals and charitable institutions reflected an attempt 
on the laity’s part to establish its autonomy from the Church. after its 
dissolution at the Council of lyons of 1274, the order of Continent friars 
continued to resist in sicily until around 1430, identifying itself with the 
third order of st. Francis and without reducing itself to a mere company 
of lay devotion. the mention of over thirty confreres in the notarized con-
tracts coincided with those years in which the popular movement which 
had supported the Vespers was at its strongest. Clothworkers, fishermen, 
market gardeners, such as Fra lorenzo de Finoculo, known between 1320 
and 1337, engaged in small-scale trade, the purchase of grapes, the loaning 
of small sums. the Continent friars, devoted as they were to the service of  
the Christian people, were called upon by testators to carry the bodies  
of the dead. a donation by the magnate ugo talac enabled three such  
friars to found the hospital of sant’anna on the heights of monreale, 
where the memory of the gregorian monastery of s. martino lingered 
still. up until 1383 this small hospital or monastery had a minister and 
one or two friars, under the title of “order of sant’anna of the steps of  
s. martino,” and then it became a hermitage to which a Franciscan bishop 
in partibus withdrew. the institution then gradually fell into line with the 
monastic models, although still retaining the hospital function shared by 
other monasteries.

this institutional flexibility, which was anyway universal, accounts for 
the great number of small hospitals: around 1431, when the municipality 
combined them all into a single new, and very large, hospital, there were 
at least thirty-four of them, ten in the Cassaro, nine in the seralcadi, five 
in the Kalsa, two in the Conceria, one in the albergheria, seven outside 
the walls, without counting the two hierosolymitan foundations, s. gio-
vanni alla guilla and the magione, both of which took care of the sick 
and of lepers. nine of these hospitals were run by confraternities, whilst a 
tenth, in the Kalsa, santa maria della misericordia, was a grange attached 
to the Cistercian abbey of Fossanova. these buildings were located in 
well-established centres of piety, whereas travellers and pilgrims tended 
to frequent the Conceria. 

10 antonio, Calogero, Cono, elia, leonardo, mary magdalene, onofrio, Rosalia, Venera 
and geraldo, a hermit on the slopes of mounts erice and etna before joining the Francis-
cans, staunch advocates of poverty.
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the preoccupation with poverty set in early and was very intense: one 
in three wills provided for three distributions of food, one in seven a legacy 
to the hospitals; still others endowed orphans or left a legacy to fund the 
liberation of those held captive in barbary. a concern for the wretched, 
already very marked at the beginning of the 14th century, when 40% of 
wills provided for a legacy for the poor, peaked between 1320 and 1360, 
with two in three testators making such a provision, and then levelled out: 
one in two Palermitans designated beggars, the sick, orphans, captives or 
even the blind in their bequests.

Reforms carried out in the 15th century show how enduring was the 
preoccupation with poverty, and the capacity of the mendicant orders to 
bounce back. the dominican observance and the observant Carmelites 
established their monasteries on the periphery, in garden corridors rich 
in churches, the first in santa Cita in the seralcadi (it accommodated, 
from 1455, seventeen friars, almost as many as s. domenico), and the  
second in sant’antonio at the Porta de termini, between the Kalsa and 
the albergheria. only the observant Franciscans settled outside the walls, 
at santa maria de gesù, their presence resulting in the creation of a first 
cemetery, on the “piano” in front of the church. the women were quick 
to embrace the new spirituality, choosing to be buried in the observants’ 
habit between 1420 and 1460 and demanding that the order grant them a 
burial. the observants were hugely popular: it was the observant Fran-
ciscans who were asked by the municipality to preach at lent, among 
them fra angelo de Clavisio, Vicar general of the Franciscan observance, 
in 1480, as the plague was raging, then fra serafino de melfi, “capable 
of preaching as readily on aristotle or Plato as on thomas aquinas,” in 
1486, then brother bernardo of Capua in 1487, and, the following year, 
fra Roberto Caracciolo, described, mistakenly, as bishop of melfi, and a 
dreaded, anti-Jewish, preacher, then brother mariano de girazano in 1489, 
and master agostino of lucca in 1494.

The Confraternities

belatedly, and in imitation of genoa and tuscany, the confraternities 
became increasingly the focus of religious devotion, offering spiritual suc-
cour, assisting with funerals and assembling groups that shared a similar 
piety, and not groups of neighbours or workmates.11 devotion was not a 

11 Vita Russo, Il fenomeno confraternale a Palermo (secc. XIV–XV), Quaderni mediterra-
nei, 13 (Palermo, 2010).
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mask for economic solidarity. we do not encounter craft confraternities, 
even if the belated constitution of the “arts” led to the adoption of patron 
saints, nor national confraternities, but there was a church for amalfitans, 
sant’andrea, a church for Catalans, santa maria or santa eulalia, and a 
funerary chapel, santa maria de monserrato, in s. domenico, open to 
non-Catalans, whereas a group of luccans doubtless founded the church 
of santa Cita, belated saint of lucca. a confraternity of genoese did not 
emerge until 1480, at s. Francesco, while the confraternity of saint Ranieri, 
a Pisan, based in the hospital of the Pisans, only appeared at the end of 
the 15th century.

we know of twenty-seven confraternities in the 14th, and seventy-two 
in the 15th century: a little less than a third (23) in the numerous churches 
in the Cassaro, eighteen in the seralcadi, whereas the albergheria only had 
ten, the Kalsa seven, and the Conceria, a trades quarter, six. the dedica-
tions are widely distributed, from physician saints (Cosmas and damian) 
to saints protecting souls on their final journey (James), with the Virgin 
being specially favoured (nine confraternities), to nicholas (four), and 
to the Forty martyrs (four). invocations to the “auxiliary” saints, though 
admittedly in a minority (twelve), are nonetheless already noteworthy.

at the heart of the devotional model evident in the second half of the 
14th, and in the 15th century, lay the act of penitence, and the confraterni-
ties had a disciplinary function, as is confirmed by the representation on 
the confrères’ illuminated rolls of Flagellants, in 1346 and again around 
1400. the choice of burial in a confraternity charnel-house was available 
to men from 1350, with one in four choosing this from 1350 to 1400, and 
one in two between 1400 and 1460. their example was followed initially 
by a small number of women, four only before 1400 from seventy-seven 
testatrixes, then by a third of testatrixes between 1400 and 1460, while the 
choice of the disciplinary sack as funereal garb shows how popular the 
Flagellants were. this was what two-thirds of men opted for in the second 
half of the 14th century, and three in four between 1400 and 1460, and one 
woman in three, with some accumulating several sacks. double member-
ship was in fact by no means rare, and this led to ideas and practices 
circulating amongst the different confraternities.

the confraternities were secular, autonomous and administered 
by elected rectors. their liberty to run their own affairs did arouse the  
suspicion of the political authorities: in 1486, the senate banned women 
from taking part in the processions and from appearing with their heads  
covered by the disciplinary “sack” when collecting alms, and officials were 
authorized to uncover them so that they might be recognized. echoes of 
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the confraternal movement may be discerned in the clerical world: from 
1375 onwards in the sepulchral church of santa maria la Pinta, in the 
galca, the legacies of a group of nobles had served to found a “house” 
of priests living as a community, and, in the neighbouring church of  
s. giacomo la mazara, the priest enrico de simone established around 
1440 and made lavish financial provision, to the sum of 12,000 florins, for a 
college of priests and regular clergy committed, following the example of 
s. giorgio in alga di Venezia, to a shared life and to “devotio moderna”.

Reclassifications and New Foundations in the 15th Century 

the ecclesial landscape diversified in the 14th and 15th centuries. the 
inner religious solidarity of the different quarters of the city began to 
fade: many Palermitans now chose to be buried in a church lying outside 
their own quarter, preferring a personal form of devotion to the disci-
pline of the neighbourhood, and this was the case with nearly a quarter of 
the men in the 14th century and almost a half of them between 1400 and 
1460. out of four fishermen’s wills, for example, all four from the parish of  
s. nicola alla Kalsa, two expressed a particular devotion to the Carmelite 
monastery (in the heart of the albergheria) and requested to be buried 
there, while a third was a confrere at sant’agata al Cassaro. the women, 
who rarely left their houses and never did so unaccompanied, remained 
for a long time attached to the church at the end of the street although 
they also worshipped in churches in their parents’ quarter. after 1350 one 
in three women chose burial far from her own house. as the mendicant 
orders and the confraternities gained ground, a unified space of piety was 
established. 

the ecclesial geography was increasingly centred upon the upper town, 
which had seventy-two churches, or almost half of the 147 sanctuaries 
located intra muros, alongside thirty-one in the seralcadi, nineteen in the 
albergheria, thirteen in the Conceria and eleven in the Kalsa: the Cassaro 
had been abandoned by mendicant devotion, but the former churches 
were recycled and became the headquarters of confraternities, with the 
college of s. giacomo la mazara being located there. the commune’s 
attention was focussed upon the cathedral, which was undergoing a pro-
found process of transformation: first of all there was the building on the 
tower opposite, over forty years, of a tall campanile which collapsed in 
1351 destroying the facade, then the construction of the treasury chapel 
in 1390. a long-term building programme followed: the southern portico 
with its carved, coloured and ostensibly gilded decoration offered access 
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in 1426 from the cathedral, through the carved doors of 1432, to the “piano,” 
a vast cemetery encumbered with funerary churches, pierced with caves 
and already the site of a market and a fair, a space paved with ceramic 
tiles under archbishop simone bologna (1446–1465) and furnished with a 
fountain in 1477. through this programme the monument was set upon a 
new axis, orientated towards the city. everywhere the links between the 
sanctuary and the town were reinforced: a good number of churches like-
wise opened out on to the streets and the squares, through the building 
of a portico, “theatre” or tocco, on the façade of ss. Quaranta al Casalotto, 
on that of the parish church of s. giovanni dei tartari, and on that of 
s. Cusimano, each designed to welcome worshippers and neighbours. a 
voluntary and concerted movement enriched and embellished the eccle-
sial landscape: aside from the building of observant churches, featuring 
a vast single nave intended for preaching as at the gancia, and the vig-
orous campaign for the fitting-out of new chapels, the 15th century saw 
the adoption of a florid, Catalanizing gothic style. on the initiative of fra 
salvo Cazzetta, the church of s. domenico, the “beauty and ornament of 
the city” which attracted “so many visits from citizens and men of sub-
stance,” was rebuilt, the project being completed in 1479. it was around 
this time that the churches adopted a chapel of the holy sacrament, built 
in marble and situated within the cathedral.

Finally, the 15th century witnessed the crystallization of forms of 
mural decoration serving to foster piety, in particular marian devotion. 
antonino mongitore has thus recorded, though without managing to date 
them precisely, images of the Virgin at Porta Vittoria, Porta Patitelli, and 
Porta Vicari, and also at the guilla, the Vucciria and the martorana, where 
Federico iii in 1328 came to pray before the image of mary. several nota-
rized contracts made provision for painted decoration on the porticos of 
churches, for panels which recount the stories of the saints, and for the 
restoration or copying of old images. 

the ecclesial Framework

the Palermitan Church benefited from a long period of autonomy from 
the Papacy in the 14th and 15th centuries. along with the whole of sicily the 
city was subjected to an interdict for long decades, during the war of the 
Vespers and up until 1302, then, after rare remissions which stopped when 
the war started up again, in 1321 and in 1339, up until 1370. Palermo had to 
adapt and in 1336, on Federico iV’s instructions, to impose an interiorized 
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practice, without any visible celebration or use of sound in services: the 
office was celebrated at dawn, behind closed doors, in a hushed voice and 
without bells, canonic hours and funerals were announced with very brief 
chimes, and obsequies were held without processions. the absence of the 
religious orders from funerals gave rise to protests in 1336.

The Great Institutions

the cathedral was a political centre closely linked to the monarchy; the 
archbishops were chosen from among the royal kinsmen in the first half 
of the 14th century, then, after a long period in which sicilian kingship was 
politically inconspicuous, thereby allowing the avignon Papacy to regain 
a degree of control, the aragonese dynasty re-established its authority. 
the Catalan archbishops of the period of the conquest were succeeded by  
sicilian patricians of high intellectual calibre, jurists employed in the 
service of the trastámara. these prelates, either absentee or ephemeral, 
tended by and large to leave their spiritual duties, and the management 
of a substantial patrimony, to the canons. while the total income of the 
clergy of the diocese had mounted to some 1,500 onze in 1308, and to 
2,400 in 1456, the mensa in fact brought in 600 onze in 1308 and 650 in 
1456 (including the chapter’s income), but the canons’ shared income was 
only seventy-one onze in 1308–1310, and they therefore found themselves 
obliged to supplement their prebend with benefices in the city. they were 
twenty-four in number, and had to live off a total income not exceeding  
a hundred onze, and their number was therefore reduced to eighteen in 
1443. until 1350, alongside the local canons, the avignon Papacy appointed 
twenty or so absentee canons, who were Roman or genoese; their places 
were later taken by canons of local origin, in part drawn from the civic 
nobility—from families of jurats and judges12—and in part from canonic 
families,13 whose fortune was based upon the administration of Cathe-
dral property and who maintained the wealth of the mensa through post  
mortem donations of houses and vineyards involving the circulation of funds 
between their own inheritances and the Church patrimony. as jurists, whether 
in civil or in canon law, they proved to be expert administrators.

the cathedral was not the only great institution to dominate the city, 
and account should also be taken of the Cappella Palatina, though it cut 
a slightly different figure. the latter was not so wealthy, since its chapter 

12 bologna, Cancellario, Carastono, imperatore, speciale, tagliavia.
13 Crimona, labro, Russo, Zaffaronibus.
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only had eight prebends, and it also assumed a federal character, com-
bining the prelates of agrigento, Catania, Cefalù, messina and Polizzi, 
twenty-three of the thirty-six canons known to us, whereas the prestigious 
function of cantor devolved upon those loyal to the monarchy: eleven  
Catalans out of the thirty cantors recorded, as against five Palermitans 
and five sicilians from other parts of the island. the Cappella Palatina was 
thus a breeding-ground of bishops for the monarchy to draw upon. Finally, 
some kilometres from the city, the archdiocese of monreale represented 
a kernel of wealth and prestige that might rival the cathedral of Palermo. 
attached to a benedictine monastery, which served as a chapterhouse, the 
archdiocese had almost no souls in its care, just two townships, Corleone 
and bisacquino, aside from the tiny centre of monreale, and control in 
total barely 7000 inhabitants in 1375. monreale’s net income was there-
fore considerable, and the object of conflict and rivalry between foreign  
prelates, Catalan, Roman and genoese, allied to or in the service of the 
Royal Court, which estranged it from Palermo. like the chapter of the 
Cappella Palatina, that of monreale mirrored the clergy of all of sicily: 
of the twelve monks known to us between 1305 and 1370, eight were  
designated by the name of their birthplace, Catania, nicosia, Randazzo 
etc. this immigration was anyway necessary, for want of any regular local 
recruitment; the monastery had no monks at all in 1311.

the other pillars of the ecclesiastical universe, aside from the ten parish  
churches, were the urban and peri-urban monasteries, of which there were 
seventeen in total. Following an ancient tradition, closely allied to greek 
monachism, these were small establishments (three to five monks at the 
Cistercian santo spirito, two enclosed nuns at santa maria de sykeki, 
which had passed from the “basilean order” to the benedictines, and three 
in the Cistercian monastery-hospital of la misericordia, a dependency of 
Fossanova). some became simple prebends of uncertain status, entrusted 
to lay abbots, as was the case with s. michele de indulcis in 1308 and  
in 1334.

Palermitans’ devotion to the great ecclesial institutions was at once 
political and communal; monreale was ignored in wills, which, in the 
13th century, left small sums to the monasteries; this practice did how-
ever decline, being reduced latterly to some isolated and personal devo-
tions (to s. martino delle scale, in particular, and where the Catalans 
were concerned, to santa maria d’altofonte, daughter of the Cistercian 
abbey of santes Creus and founded in 1305). the crisis suffered by the 
benedictine order was in fact very evident at the beginning of the 14th 
century: there were ten enclosed nuns at the martorana in 1328, seven 
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prior to the outbreak of the Plague and four in 1364, although the convent 
recovered at the turn of the century and had more than twenty nuns in 
1450. the same crisis, and the same process of recovery, at santa maria del 
Cancelliere, bears witness to the flourishing of a new religious sensibility, 
quasi-eremitical and relayed by new institutions that met with success 
and a steady influx, as at s. martino delle scale, which was founded in 1347 
and which already had 29 monks in 1376, and, in the city, at santa maria 
delle Vergini (34 sisters in 1455), which followed the regular observance of  
s. martino and welcomed the daughters of the patricians.

the social role of the monasteries and nunneries, which accommo-
dated widows, daughters and younger sons, whose vocations might well 
have been under duress, accounts for the fact that the Palermitans were 
preoccupied by questions of morality, such as the chastity of the enclosed 
nuns, and the proper running of the establishments: in 1410, regular obser-
vance was no longer respected at s. giovanni degli eremiti, whose abbot 
kept a concubine; in 1416, santa maria degli angeli, in baida, was “a nest 
of brigands, and lair of wild beasts;” in 1430 the debauched state of the 
dominican nuns at santa Caterina in the Cassaro was denounced, with 
the abbatellis family then intervening and imposing one of its daughters 
as abbess. other scandals, between 1410 and 1452, shook the convent of 
ss. salvatore.14 

Wealth and Estate Management 

the wealth of the Palermitan clergy was impressive: in 1447 the property 
belonging to the Cathedral was leased out for 600 onze (3000 florins); 
there were twenty-five fiefs (latifondi), scattered over the whole of cen-
tral and western sicily, gardens, mills, springs in the Conca d’oro, and 
rights over fishing nets. the other Palermitan institutions held fifty-five 
fiefs, with the teutonic Knights’ magione accounting for seven of them, 
the abbey of altofonte for eight, and s. martino delle scale for nine, the 
most important holders of property. to this one should add an abundant 
patrimony of urban properties leased in quit-rent, houses, shops, ware-
houses, gardens, vineyards and orchards, and rights over water used for 
irrigation: the monasteries had been established in the outlying quar-
ters of the city and endowed with vast garden areas which they had in  
part urbanized; subsequent donations tended to involve isolated houses 

14 Fodale, Alunni, p. 710 (1414 and not 1416), asP, R. C. 65, f. 116 (1430), arxiu de la Corona 
de aragó, barcelona, Cancileria 2853, f. 107v (1446).



 religious palermo (12th–15th centuries) 363

scattered across the entire city and less easily administered. the adminis-
trators had to contend with depreciation of properties, the failure to pay 
rents and buildings falling into rack and ruin.

the administration of these huge patrimonies was first of all taken on 
by clerics, canons and monks at s. martino and at altofonte, by domini-
cans at santa Caterina, and by teutonic knights at the magione: not con-
tent with leasing their lands to Palermitan agricultural entrepreneurs,  
s. martino and the magione set up and directly managed cerealiculture 
and stockbreeding enterprises, bovine and porcine, on their own lands 
and even on fiefs which they had rented. some of the administrators were 
also entrepreneurs, no doubt relying upon efficient families: canon dom 
Rinaldo de brixia, from a family of notaries, thus bought the Cathedral’s 
revenues for 1419–1420 and 1420–1421.15

the laity involved themselves in administration, notaries first and fore-
most at the Cathedral and at santa Caterina, and merchants who soon 
guaranteed all of the renting out, the leasing of the Cathedral’s property. 
this wealth did indeed serve to sharpen appetites: the brother of the 
Catalan archbishop Joan de Proixida in 1408, then the Carastono, matteo, 
brother-in-law of the archbishop ubertino de marinis, in 1414, giovanni 
in 1420, giovanni di niccolò from 1426 to 1441, Pietro in 1456, rented the 
Cathedral’s revenues, and in 1451, under archbishop simone bologna, his 
relative bartolomeo, in partnership with the Pisan gerardo agliata, a jurist 
and high-ranking civil servant but from a family of bankers. the archbish-
ops and their relatives launched themselves into the boom enterprise of 
the years 1420–1450, sugar cane production: the archbishop of monreale 
giovanni Ventimiglia and his brother rented the fiefdom of Partinico with 
a view to planting sugar canes there, and in 1453 simone bologna sold 
some of the Cathedral’s quit-rents for 50 onze in order to raise some ready 
cash. the danger was plainly a disguised alienation of the Cathedral’s pat-
rimony, with relatives, political allies or patrons with vested interests as 
the parties standing to benefit. after 1430, when agricultural rents showed 
a healthy increase, the Papal Court therefore set up enquiries into quitrent 
concessions, emphyteutic leases that risked depriving the ecclesiastical 
establishments of the profits arising from economic growth. in 1477, a 
dozen or so of the Cathedral’s fiefs, in the Conca d’oro or scattered across 

15 Kristjan toomaspoeg, Les Teutoniques en Sicile (1197–1492), Collection de l’École fran-
çaise de Rome, 321 (Rome, 2003).
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sicily, had already passed into the hands of such leaseholders, half of them 
from the bologna family.16

Personnel and Functions

the secular clergy had been numerous around 1310; after 1360, however, 
in order to ward off the combined effects of plague, civil war and the long 
interdict, it must be reconstituted. in 1363 archbishop ottaviano de labro 
won from avignon the right to confer the tonsure on young clerics four 
times a year, in order to offset the consequences of emigration. the ensu-
ing abundance of benefices subsequently swelled their ranks: with no 
fewer than 55 incumbents in the register of the apostolic tithe for 1456, 
along with twenty cathedral dignitaries, the notarized contracts reveal a 
veritable clerical proletariat that offered to enter into affermage contracts 
with a view to renting churches, but also, for want of any regular employ-
ment, were prepared to work with their hands, and also to teach. 

the clergy, in the service of the public, thus took on functions which 
placed it under the authority of the municipality, ranging from aspects of 
schooling to the teaching and practice of music and singing. From 1317, 
the commune thus assumed responsibility for the wages of the Cathe-
dral organists and for those of the sub-chantors who taught melody and 
the “discipline of singing.” some priests were also teachers in private 
schools: they took on disciples who would serve them until sufficiently 
trained to accede to the deaconate; they bequeathed them books, among 
them latin classics, grammar manuals and the tuscan poets, dante and 
Petrarch. one of them, in 1406, even undertook to train a canon in gram-
mar and in logic. the Church was a centre of instruction, with special 
pathways open to humanist culture and no doubt also to sophisticated 
technical knowledge: it was a monk from Palermo, fra giuliano maiali, 
who built the bridges and the breakwater around 1440. Finally, the clergy 
maintained close relations with the wider world: clerics received bursaries 
from the commune enabling them to pursue studies in theology at distant 
universities, Cologne, Padua or Paris, thus adding nuances to the other-
wise exclusive relationship established by the jurists with bologna. the 
familiarity of clerics with the major intellectual centres and their partici-
pation in the Church councils, that of basel in particular, serves to explain 

16 asP, notai defunti, ia stanza, g. Randisi 1157; 23 June 1477.
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how it was that the Palermitan libraries were so open to new tendencies 
in devotional and theological life. 

devotion

The People of Saints: Tradition and Innovation

between the 12th and the 15th century we know of no fewer than 235 
churches (172 in the walled town, sixty-three in the countryside), to 
which we should add seventy-two chapels and de requie altars built and 
dedicated, only two of them in the Conca d’oro, with in total 320 or so 
dedications, some altars and churches being dedicated to several different  
patrons, sometimes competing ones. as is the case throughout sicily, the 
Virgin mary and nicholas dominate, mary having thirty-six dedications 
and nicholas twenty-eight. the Virgin was especially venerated in the 
Cassaro, with no less than thirteen churches being dedicated to her. this 
veneration was, to begin with, official: eight monastic institutions, almost 
all of them nunneries, two priories and two mendicant convents (the 
Carmelite monastery and santa maria di gesù), and also eight hospitals. 
but the Virgin was venerated in several distinct ways, sometimes tenderly 
(annunziata, Candelora), sometimes in a manner linked to the worship of 
her various images (the madonna dell’itria, our lady of grace, of mercy, of 
Childbirth, of the souls Commended to god, of succour, of Victory, of the 
angels). nicholas was likewise popular in the Cassaro (five churches) and 
in the Conca d’oro (eight, one of them a greek monastery, at Churchuro/
ambleri). as throughout sicily, he was the saint who offered his protec-
tion to parish churches, such as the greek church in the Kalsa, and both 
of the two parish churches, greek and latin, in the albergheria.

it was rare to encounter invocations of the divine persons, this being 
the case in only nine churches, and it was a characteristic feature of the 
royal quarter of the galca (santa Fede, santissima trinità de Coperta) and 
of the palaces (trinità della Zisa). the saints of the gospel and the apos-
tolic college appear to be primordial mediators: no less than 55 dedica-
tions, scattered throughout all the different quarters of the city. the saint 
bishops, on the other hand, and saints from the second half of the middle 
ages, were few and far between, which indicates an essentially conserva-
tive devotion: barely five churches dedicated to the former, Cataldo and 
leucio, saints from southern italy, denis, a saint of the French monar-
chy, and six churches dedicated to modern saints, thomas of Canterbury, 
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brought in by the norman monarchy, and albert, Clare, dominic, Francis, 
Peter martyr, called upon to protect mendicant convents or confraterni-
ties linked to their orders. the majority of the dedications were there-
fore to the martyrs: no fewer than eighty-seven, the most popular being 
barbara, george, theodore, agatha, the Forty martyrs, lucia, Christopher, 
sebastian. Palermo thus remained loyal to a constellation of devotions 
elaborated during the norman period and hardly modified subsequently, 
and partly fixed to, and congealing around the relics possessed by the 
Cathedral and the Cappella Palatina, namely, the arms of agatha, of 
sebastian, of blaise and of Fabian, the head of leonardo, and parts from 
barbara, Christopher, from Cosmas and damian, and from lucia. but the 
presence of the shrine of Cristina, that of the sword of Constantine, and 
the reception in 1398 of the relics of Cono, a late saint from naso in Val-
demona, do not seem to have had any impact. 

the names of Palermitan boats reflect particular aspects of the worship 
of saints, associated no doubt with the protection they were expected to 
offer: anthony, Julian and nicholas were protectors, while santa maria 
della scala (1351) reflected a messinian devotion peculiar to sailors; olivia 
was a saint adopted by Palermo, and santa maria dell’itria a devotion cre-
ated in sicily, in 1365. study of the representations of the saints in Paler-
mitan painting and sculpture would also lead to a more nuanced account, 
since they make manifest the popularity of figures who were not chosen 
as the patrons of churches: universal saints such as ursula, present early 
on, since 1346, and associated with a good death, Cecilia, Restituta, the 
Pisan hermit Ranieri, Queen elizabeth of thuringia, imported by the teu-
tonic Knights of the magione, louis of toulouse, an angevin prince linked 
to the aragonese dynasty, bernardino of sienna, and various local saints, 
such as ninfa, olivia, Rosalia, Venera. 

the religious plurality of the city in the 12th century delayed its adop-
tion of a municipal patron: whereas Catania very early, around 1130, redis-
covered saint agatha, and syracuse, for its part, lucia, Palermo remained 
up until the 17th century torn between a number of imported devotions, 
to Cristina, olivia and agatha with no single one of them gaining the 
upper hand. Palermo, being poor in ancient saints, participated in the cre-
ation of marian devotions based upon images: the itria, the figure of the 
pregnant Virgin transported by four old men, the madonna of succour, 
armed with a club and shielding a child from a demon, the madonna of 
the Chain, who freed prisoners. 



 religious palermo (12th–15th centuries) 367

Sacramental Life and Devotions 

The Final Journey

wills and testaments are a particularly rich source of information regarding  
choices of burial-place and of the accompanying rituals. the testator 
sometimes reveals that he had taken communion and received the last 
rites. the body of the dead person was washed (a company of lay sisters 
of st. Francis took responsibility for this in the case of women), and then 
waked: a group of four or six monks (Carmelites, Franciscans, domini-
cans, brothers of s. martino delle scale) recited psalms. sometimes a 
meal would be served in the evening. the burial would take place on the 
day of the death, or the following day, if there was no time in the eve-
ning, after a distribution to the poor and an office. some testators made  
provision for a coffin, others for a pall. the clergy from the Cathedral and 
the parish churches, and confraternities of discipline were bidden to the  
ceremony with their crosses, borne by their deacon, while the bells of their 
churches rang the passing-bell. some appropriated legacies sustained the 
demand for such ceremonial. on the other hand, some noteworthy wills, 
five of them between 1430 and 1449, stipulated that the burial be by night 
and limited the number of crosses to one or to three (the jurist ardoino 
de geremia, in 1440, steeped in dominican observance), and likewise the 
number of bells (just one for the notary giovanni de lippo, in 1430, who 
was buried in the monastery of the same observance). signs of an ascetic 
piety having been interiorized—as in the case of nicola scuriunu, who in 
1435 asked to be buried “naked, upon two bundles of vine-shoots”—are 
exceptional.

Requests for “honorific” obsequies were rarer still: thus, only two tes-
tatrixes wished for hired mourners, or reputatrices. Conversely, from 1419 
to 1431, we note a wave of opposition to the practice: a group of testa-
tors and testatrixes ban the “ripitu” and the flute players. the urban elite 
thus relayed the perennial efforts of Court and Church to combat pagan 
“superstitions.” in 1330, Federico iii banned tenaciter songs of mourning 
within the house, at church and the place of burial; the municipality, in 
1330 and in 1346, authorized them only on the day of the death, and up 
until the burial; it permitted them again in 1401 and in 1414, “depending 
upon the rank of the deceased,” therefore reserving them for nobles, but 
then banned them again in 1421. the municipal statutes of 1341 and of 
1347, with a view to combating the pride of the nobles, limited the use of 
candles at funerals and forbad relatives to assemble for offices punctuating 
the journey of the soul and the decomposition of the body, on the ninth 
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and the fortieth days after the obit and the birthday, days that wills chose, 
together with all souls’ day, for distributions of bread, wine and meat 
to the poor. such restrictions must have seemed bitter indeed, given the 
universally shared symbolic context, within which light represented the 
Resurrection and the poor man the figure of the suffering saviour.

trust in the emancipatory power of the celebration of the eucharist 
was crucial, and it was manifested first of all in the relative abundance of 
intercessory masses. there was nothing “flamboyant” here: the number of 
celebrations remained under control, save for the wills of the aristocracy 
and some members of the merchant elite. on average, depending upon 
the decade in question, Palermitans requested between thirty-six and  
184 masses, that is one or two, until six, cycles of thirty, plus some supple-
mentary masses. the merchants launched the movement, with 960 masses 
for margherita, the wife of giacomo Ricii, in 1306, and 510 for syri giacomo 
belingeri in 1348. the nobles were then just as ostentatious: 10,340 masses 
for giovanni de Calvellis in 1337, and 4,615 for dame Filippa de milite in 
1348. only pious followers of the observance persisted in requesting such 
high numbers, among them the jurist ardoino geremia, in 1440, with 1,420 
masses. the most popular cycles were those of saint gregory, prescribed 
by 318 testators, of the Virgin, requested in 224 wills, of saint Catherine, in 
111 wills, of the holy ghost, in twenty-seven, of saint amadour, in fifteen; 
but we encounter no fewer than eighteen others requested in smaller 
numbers; the great variety of choices made by testators within one and 
the same notary’s register proves that notarial formulae did not deter-
mine the selection. the sheer diversity of the invocations, ranging from 
ursula to the trinity, Julian, thomas, margaret, the magdalene, macarius, 
barbara, michael and James, serves to underline the individual character 
of the devotion. the majority of these cycles were associated with the 
notion of the good death, and with the role of psychopomp attributed to 
the angels and to michael or to James, while the “auxiliaries,” Catherine, 
margaret or barbara, already play a by no means negligible role, since they 
are named in 114 requests out of 738, that is, 15%. 

a significant number of wills, thirteen in the 14th century, twenty 
between 1400 and 1460, ordain the fashioning of instruments of worship 
for churches, such as chalices, silver censers, ampullas, tabernacles and of 
chasubles and other priestly vestments, altar cloths, all things centred upon 
the celebration of the eucharist. around 1450, the testators contributed to 
the great movement promoting the building of monumental tabernacles, 
in the chapels dedicated to the holy sacrament; they also made provision, 
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in two phases, for the purchase of large candles, torches, to follow the 
Corpus Christi procession.

the choice of burial place, whether it be a personal or family tomb or 
else a confraternity charnel-house, might also be linked to the act of wor-
ship: seventeen wills opted for burial in a private chapel with an altar, five 
for a place before the main altar, and two in front of the baptismal fonts. 
noteworthy, though none too common (eight instances), were those wills 
that requested a burial place at the door to the church, a choice that no 
doubt combined humility with a reference to Christ as a “door.” Finally, 
on six different occasions, the testator had an altar or a chapel built, and 
endowed it with a chaplaincy. 

there was also a close link between the burial place and the holy 
image: in the 14th century a handful of wills, twelve in number, made pro-
vision for the painting of pictures, while others provided for the placing of  
sepulchres beneath images or again for the upkeep of perpetually burning 
lamps which would illuminate them. the figures of the mediator saints, 
Cosmas, Julian and nicholas, are rare by contrast with the saviour and 
his mother, the objects of prayer: crucifix, madonna and Child, annuncia-
tions. between 1400 and 1460, twenty-eight testators mention an image, 
twenty-two of them in order to commission its fabrication and eight 
in order to fix their place of burial in close proximity to it. the figures 
described are always the crucified Christ, the Virgin, and three figures of 
saints only, namely, george, leonard and Peter. a wish is also expressed 
that some holy image be accompanied to the obsequies, flanked by the 
crosses of the parish churches and the confraternities. 

Everyday Piety

Palermitan inventories are rife with the signs of everyday piety, and thus 
shed light on the culture we call “material.” objects are invariably present. 
thus, the icon, its “palio” of silk, generally of cendal, its frontal of velvet 
and cotton, and the perpetual lamp illuminating it, were the decorative 
elements in the room. around 1450, devotion in the name of Jesus began 
to blossom: a gilded plate “with the name of Jesus” in 1450, and at gaston 
moncada’s house, in 1455, aside from a portable chapel, two icons, some 
priest’s vestments, a handbell, a veronica and a “volto santo” made of 
leather, a parchment with the monogram ihs. another object, though still 
rare in the 14th century, was ubiquitous in the 15th, namely, the rosary, 
the paternoster made of beads of coral, jade, silver or of gold thread, sepa-
rated by silver buttons and pearls or by small crosses, and ending in a 
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cross, a button or a coral button. the religious purpose of such objects was 
obvious, namely, the recitation of the hail mary, interspersed with the 
lord’s Prayer, though one should not forget its decorative function, nor 
the prophylactic role of coral. other luxury items reflect a gradually more 
intense display of devotion, an agnus Dei in gilded or enamelled silver, 
suspended from a piece of silk braid or from a little chain of silver thread, 
a domina in gold thread, with pearls and a cross made of pearls, small 
crosses made of silver and often gilded, or more rarely a coral or amber 
cross, with a chain so that it could be worn as a necklace, or again a small 
cross of crystal lined with silver and mounted on a silver base. 

Finally, one in three Palermitan inventories listed a book enabling its 
owner to follow the office, in most cases an office of the Virgin, but there 
were few books of hours. books of piety, found at an earlier date in manu-
script form and confined then to the inventories of the aristocracy and the 
civic nobility (bibles, legends of the saints, lives of the Fathers, Vices and 
Virtues, the Revelations of saint brigid), proliferated after the invention 
of printing and spread into the milieux of merchants, shopkeepers and 
stonemasons. these were usually edifying works in tuscan by domenico 
Cavalca, girolamo manfredi or savonarola, along with the sermons of 
fra Roberto Caracciolo and of michele Carcano. in libraries belonging to 
Palermitans there is no sign of the hegemony of observant and scotist  
thought evident in the interior of sicily, even if the hostility towards  
Judaism characteristic of scotism is perceptible: the strong dominican 
currents (in particular, a preoccupation with the rosary), a degree of  
 curiosity about heresy, some modest aspirations towards reform, 
and the disappearance of lullism together reflect a calmer mood, at vari-
ance with the deeper anxieties of the 14th century.17 

The Rhythms of Devotional Life

the Customs of Palermo, in conjunction with municipal and private 
accounts, enable us to compile a succinct calendar of devotional life. the 
routines of everyday existence were punctuated by sundays, the solemn 
celebration of Christmas and easter, Pentecost, Corpus Christi, the festi-
vals of the Virgin, 15 august, 8 september, 2 February, 25 march, and those 

17 References in henri bresc, Livre et société en Sicile (1299–1499), Centro di studi filolo-
gici e linguistici siciliani, supplementi al bollettino, 3 (Palermo, 1971) and “nota introdut-
tiva,” to Pietro scardilli and sebastiano Venezia, eds., Incunaboli delle biblioteche comunali 
della provincia di Enna (Palermo, 2010), pp. 1–28.
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of the apostles, and of the evangelists, epiphany, and the Feast of saint 
John the baptist. no work was done on such days; long holidays (seven 
days after Christmas, fourteen around easter) suspended all activity in 
the courts and celebratory meals (meat and wine) were distributed to the 
shepherds for Christmas, shrove tuesday and easter. the obligations were 
determined by the statutes of the Confraternity of s. nicola, in 1343: two 
confessions and two communions a month, along with the three most 
important festivals, Christmas, easter and mid-august. 

wills and contracts allow us to eavesdrop upon rural festivals and fairs, 
which were tied in to the rhythms of rural production and exchange, and 
reflected the need for holidays and entertainment; as an occasion of fes-
tive consumption, the “pardon” would bring sellers of sesame nougat 
(cubayta) to the fore. in the environs of Palermo, devotion sent people 
to monreale, to monte s. giuliano (erice) for the mid-august festival of 
the madonna, at the annunziata in trapani, to s. Calogero de sciacca, to 
santa maria de l’ognina in Catania and also to churches which kept alive 
the collective memory of abandoned sites, such as s. Cosmano de iato, 
attested in 1466, when the danger of plague led to the may pilgrimage 
being banned. more modest wishes involved spaces nearer at hand: the 
old greek church of s. michele de indulcis, the hospital of s. leonardo 
outside the walls, s. martino delle scale and santa maria di gesù.

when greater distances were involved, Palermitans would set out for, or 
send representatives to, the major sites of pilgrimage, as thirty or so wills 
testify, to Rome, particularly in 1350, 1375 and 1390, in 1450 and in 1493, 
and four to saint James of Compostella, and finally others to s. michele 
of the gargano (in 1416) and to Jerusalem (in 1416 and in 1493). at the 
end of the 15th century our lady of loretto made her appearance. the 
dates announced for pilgrimages reflect Palermitans’ awareness of major  
turning-points in the Catholic faith. generally speaking, the pilgrims’ 
departures were linked to Roman jubilees, to the return of the avignon 
Papacy to Rome and to the end of the schism. 

Communal Piety

the link between the municipality and the ecclesial institutions, which 
had provided the communal movement with a framework at the end 
of the 13th and the beginning of the 14th century was ancient and well-
established: the parish church of s. giacomo la marina, then the parvis 
of santa maria dell’ammiraglio, and finally the stairs of santa Caterina 
welcomed the general assemblies of the citizens, while the quarter of the 
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galca met in 1287 in the atrium of s. bartolomeo. Collaboration between 
the municipality and the Palermitan church was close: the Cathedral 
was the property of the commons, and it therefore provided a shelter for 
communal time; the Commune was responsible for the curfew bell, and 
later for the clock, paying the wages of bell-ringer and clockmaker alike. 
municipal control over the religious sphere was not total, however, as it 
was in the south of France and Provence. in Palermo the archbishop’s 
palace and the Vestry continued to administer their own property and 
revenues, but the municipality built the cathedral’s imposing bell-tower 
in the 14th century, with legacies bequeathed by citizens and money from 
the luminaria, thereby establishing an altogether original model of a civic 
religion which was grafted on to the sensibilities of ordinary Palermitans. 
between 1306 and 1348, eight testators included among their legatees the  
bell-tower fund, while five others bequeathed sums for the upkeep of  
the city walls and two for that of the roads; yet others made provision  
for the repair or building of a bridge. these expressions of civic piety coin-
cided to a remarkable extent with the apogee of the communal move-
ment and of the Palermitan “Popolo.”

From 1310, under pressure from the Constitutions of Federico iii, the 
Palermitan municipality took part in the great and general project of 
harmonising ordinary morality with the rules of the Church. the Consti-
tutions, which took their inspiration from arnaldo de Villanova, sought 
to remove all opportunities for committing the gravest sins, by banning 
dice and gambling for money, incantations and divination, by rendering 
slavery more humane, and by restoring strict hierarchies in the sphere 
of authority, as regards dress and the bearing of arms, matters serving to 
distinguish Christians and infidels, nobles and commoners. the municipal 
ordinances of 1340 and of 1346 ruled that luxury should be the preserve of 
chivalry, but placed severe restrictions upon it. it was not simply a mat-
ter of reducing expenditure—as the “bourgeois” rationality of the texts 
suggests—nor just of reinforcing the juridical and social hierarchies, but 
indeed of making Palermo into a city exempt from sin, devoted to peni-
tence, a new and holy Jerusalem. it was the Commune that took the initia-
tive here, and not the Church.18 

18 michele de Vio, Felicis et fidelissimæ urbis Panormitanæ . . . Privilegia, Palermo, 1706, 
p. 161 (1340) and giuseppe la mantia, “su i più antichi Capitoli della città di Palermo dal 
secolo Xii al XiV e su le condizioni della città medesima negli anni 1354 al 1392,” Archivio 
storico siciliano n. s. Xl (1915–1916), 390–444, p. 438 (1346).
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Economic Morality and Familial Morality

wills first of all shed light on economic morality, testifying to the fact 
that the condemnation of usury had penetrated consciences, though 
usury itself featured only very rarely in the Palermitan economy: two in 
five testators, and one in five testatrixes, made compensation for the male 
ablata, sums falsely acquired, while reserving a small sum, from two to 
fifteen tarì, for the poor or for the upkeep of the Cathedral. sometimes, a 
large sum, from 2 to 50 onze, indicates a smarting memory of having acted 
unjustly. some designate the persons wronged, a Jewish dealer in flour 
in 1341, the owners of livestock requisitioned for the army in 1345, some 
women to whom the testatrix had lent small sums in 1361. others provide 
for the reimbursement of sums of interest concealed within the normal 
and general mechanism of advance purchase: in 1306 the difference was 
made good between the price paid and what the cotton in the plain of 
terranova was then worth at harvest; in 1307 the price of grain at harvest 
was taken into account and, in 1426, the price of the must at the grape 
harvest. in 1364, it was the other way round, for then it was the interest 
received on the sale of corn on credit that was paid back. Finally, in 1352, a 
testatrix stipulated that she should receive no interest from her debtors. 

in the sphere of familial morality, on the other hand, Palermo presents 
the image of a profoundly tolerant society: young nobles, priests and clerics  
had concubines, known as ganee; genuine contracts of concubinage 
joined couples together in the presence of a notary, and amicable sepa-
rations occurred, though they had to be sanctioned by the archdeacon’s 
jurisdiction. a widely held view was expressed, in very naive terms, by 
an already married freedwoman who wished to marry an iberian man: 
it is one’s will that makes a marriage. married men did not conceal their 
bastards and their wives would sometimes look after them. out of 660 
masculine wills, some sixty or so, or almost one in ten, made provision  
for a legacy or dowry for one or two natural children, most of them very 
probably the sons or daughters of slaves, and several testators designate 
a concubine as universal legatee or testamentary executrix. these fathers 
were immigrants, merchants and soldiers, but also men of the Church, a 
bishop of Patti, for example, who had been ordained late and was moreover a  
widower, a sub-chantor, a canon, an augustine friar and a hospitaller. 
this would have been deemed a failure, had the Church persevered with 
its attempts to Christianize morality, a task which remained unfinished. 
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the space of devotion

around the city the numerous churches scattered across the Conca d’oro 
(numbering forty-nine, along with nine monasteries and six hospitals) 
were called upon to draw down blessings upon harvests and to ensure the 
protection of the workers. Chance factors account for the irregular nature 
of such a network. but there was a definite tendency to adopt saints who 
were specialists in protection and intercession, fostered perhaps by the 
influence of the magione and the teutonic Knights, who had thus cre-
ated a clearly defined corps of auxiliary saints, as in germanic countries: 
with thirteen churches out of seventy-two, or one in five, being dedicated 
to them.19 the foundation of country hospitals also had a pacificatory func-
tion: the prior hospital of sant’anna delle scale di s. martino and the 
neighbouring church of s. matteo, entrusted in 1295 to the Continents, were 
explicitly designed to keep the peace in places “where thiefs were active.” 

The Religious Anchorage of Civic Liturgies

Royal ritual left its mark on Palermo, the seat of coronation ceremonies 
from Roger ii up until the aragonese kings, and always, in theory, the 
“seat of the crown.”20 Coronation, which followed universally accepted 
rules, took place on a pivotal day in the liturgical calendar, linked to the 
marian cycle, the Purification, 2 February—in 1286 for James ii—and the 
annunciation, which for his brother Peter ii chanced to fall also on easter 
day, but without any prelates or ecclesiastics, on account of the inter-
dict. Coronation and royal entry could be combined with the holding of 
a parliament, a ceremony which in 1316 took place in the cathedral of 
Palermo, in order to mark the renewal of the symbolic tie with the nor-
man monarchy.

Royal festivals, martial and dynastic celebrations invariably involved 
the main sites of civic piety: when the turkish peril, in 1480, prompted 
the holding of a procession in order to implore the Virgin’s aid “contro 
li crudilissimi turcki et infidili,” it made its way, on 10 september, from 
the magione of the teutonic Knights to the old norman church of santa 
maria la Pinta and to the Cathedral, retracing the route of the Corpus 
Christi procession.

19 two to barbara, Christopher, margaret and sebastian, and one to Catherine, eras-
mus, guy (Vito) and leonard, the protector of prisoners.

20 henri bresc, “Commune et citoyenneté dans la sicile des derniers siècles du moyen 
Âge,” Rivista Internazionale di Diritto Comune 18 (2007), 169–196.
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the municipality, for its part, organised an unending series of festivals 
and processions linked to the civic function of religion, the processions 
of the Corpus Christi and of the saints that gave their protection to the 
city. the senate decided the routes and sometimes the dates, convoked 
the citizens and the organizations of piety whose task it was to frame 
the procession, namely, the monasteries and convents, and the houses of 
discipline, all barefoot, the consuls of the “arti” at the head of those they 
administered; it dictated the schedules and the details of the display, ser-
mon and sung mass. shops and workshops had to shut. the luminaria was 
obligatory: citizens were invited to illuminate their houses at one and the 
same time, half an hour after dark. the procession and the illumination 
thus served to express the unity of the city; unanimity, consensus and col-
lective identity were the order of the day.

the commune concentrated the political devotion of citizens upon the 
Virgin, the patron of the cathedral, and in 1340 prohibited their taking part 
in any of the fractional luminaria, either of the different quarters or of 
the confraternities; only the members of confraternities were authorized 
to carry their own candles, except when special invitations were issued. 
Competition between saints or quarters, and opportunities for conflict, 
were thus avoided. the main festival, around the cathedral, was a solemn 
luminaria, obligatory for all, convoked shortly after midday on 15 august. 
one and all had to appear with their candle or torch, follow their quar-
ter’s or confraternity’s candle, and pay their contribution. the commune’s 
insistence nevertheless allows us to glimpse zones of opposition and reti-
cence. in Palermo, it yielded the commune eleven quintals of wax in 1325, 
to a value of around 250 florins.

From 1465 on, the palio of the assumption solemnized the festival of 
the Virgin in a manner that was at once joyful, unifying, ironical and ago-
nistic: it involved four races, black slaves, freed servants, a cavalcade of 
mares and a boat race. then, in 1476, a boys’ race, together with a donkey 
race, a light horse race, and finally a swimming race were added. Finally 
in 1479 three days of competition were included, more warlike in spirit, 
between crossbowmen at the Porta dei greci. the success of such ven-
tures demonstrates the city’s capacity to invent traditions, there being a 
continuous series of initiatives staged within a clearly defined, marked 
out space, running from the Porta termini, close to the magione, to the 
loggia dei Catalani, and in the zone near to the sea, from sant’erasmo to 
the port.21

21 ibid.
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the other civic ceremonies were processions: first and foremost the Cor-
pus Christi, the festival of the eucharist, which followed a well-established 
model and doubtless dated back to the end of the thirteenth century. the 
populace, having assembled at the teutonic Knights’ the magione, fol-
lowed a fixed route along the “famous” streets, which were decorated with 
silks and boughs of myrtle, among them the Ruga di Pisa, which had been 
paved by drapers, both Christians and Jews, then, nearing the cathedral, 
the Via marmorea del Cassaro, the probable site of the ceremonies of state 
of the norman kingdom, with the royal entry there first being attested in 
1177. Corpus-Christi followed the same route as the royal festival, a route 
dotted with ancient churches, sant’antonio all’amalfitania, santa maria 
dell’ammiraglio, the Cancelliere and salvatore monasteries, whereas  
s. Francesco, on the Ruga di Pisa, was the centre for the new piety.

“Advocate” Saints

the processions in honour of saints that were “advocates” and protectors 
of the city were on the other hand diversified, but held on more or less 
fixed dates. Palermo had in fact never chosen a patron: at the beginning of 
the 14th century, the commune favoured Cristina, whose relics had been 
brought in by the norman monarchy, and associated here with an intense 
monarchical devotion. her relics were mobilized on Friday 30 december 
1328 in a procession of rogations for the cure of King Federico iii and of 
his son and co-King Pietro ii, both of them being ill. the procession of the 
reliquary, having set out from the cathedral, went by way of the central 
street in the Cassaro and then reached santa maria dell’ammiraglio (the 
martorana), where the commune held its assemblies. the sermon which 
then followed occurred at one and the same time in the church, on the 
square of s. Cataldo adjoining it, and in the Praetorian Palace where the 
Commune met. in 1348 Palermo obtained the privilege of a month-long 
“general fair” held on either side of 24 July, the festival of saint Cristina. 
the procession of relics was still attested in 1476, on sunday 13 october, 
when there was the festival of the translation. From 1478 onwards the 
ceremony was shifted to may, but was still held on a sunday, and the lack 
of a fixed day shows that Cristina was not firmly rooted in the city. the 
itinerary linked the quarters of the Cassaro, of the albergheria and of the 
Conceria: from the cathedral, by way of the ballarò and the Feravecchia, 
it joined up with the route of the Corpus. an alternative itinerary, in 1486, 
included the seralcadi, doubtless in order to involve other quarters.
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the introduction of agatha was effected with great solemnity in 1482: 
the proclamation invoked her Palermitan origin and called her nostra spe-
ciali advocata et patruna. it convoked, for the religious mass, monasteries 
and disciplines on 5 February, at the church of sant’agata fuori le mura, 
one of the saint’s halts on her way to Catania. the procession entered 
the city by Porta sant’agata and rejoined the route of the Corpus-Christi 
procession by way of Ruga de li Perguli, la Feravecchia and la loggia, thus 
reaching the cathedral, which is but a few steps away from the old church 
of sant’agata alla guilla. this itinerary centred upon the albergheria was 
immediately abandoned, in 1485, and replaced in 1487 with a shorter one: 
from the Carmelite monastery, it climbed directly to the Cassaro. this new 
route no longer involved the lower part of the city. in 1499, on the other 
hand, the route was extended, descending from la guilla to sant’agata 
del seralcadi, detta degli scurruggi, to sant’agostino and to the banchi, 
thence returning to the cathedral along the Cassaro, thereby taking in the 
whole of the city.

Finally, the admission of olivia, an adopted tunisian saint, into the 
group of “advocate” saints, occurred without any fuss. in 1487, and in the 
following year, a proclamation declared what the boundaries of a palio 
for 10 June were to be: from the church of s. giacomo la marina to that 
of sant’oliva fuori le mura, by way of s. domenico, sant’agostino and 
the Capo so as to leave the city through Porta Carini. Collective devotion 
once again found a popular, athletic and agonistic expression. the senate 
made provision neither for the price nor for the expenses of organizing 
this event; it simply accorded recognition to what was a spontaneous cre-
ation, although it did arrange for the street to be widened. 

Specialized Protectors

the ceremonial and festive space of the city was thus extended: the quar-
ter of seralcadi, up until then neglected, was traversed by a new and 
exclusive palio. but it was sickness, plague, the threat of the turk and 
climatic catastrophes that led the senate to organize processions which 
gradually integrated the whole space of the city, and which frequent epi-
demics rendered annual after 1483, with the route being changed every 
year and churches and saints being combined in such a way as to multiply 
the number of intercessions, in a penitential atmosphere characterized by 
a break with the usual order of civic time. in 1486, drought led the senate  
to adopt—or to dust off—the three days of the Rogations, unknown 
moreover in medieval sicily, a triple procession from the monday to the 
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wednesday of ascension, which probably went outside of the walled city 
in order to go and bless the fields, in accordance with universal tradition. 
Conversely, on 15 June 1483, a great procession asked for an end to a rainy 
season which presaged poor harvests and expensive corn. summoned in 
the morning to the cathedral, the citizens went to the great hospital to 
hear the mass of Corpus-Christi and that of the holy spirit, the symbol of 
the relationships of fraternity and equality existing between the mem-
bers of the mystical body of the Christian city, and the ideal figure of the 
municipal community. 

the frequency of outbreaks of the plague finally led the municipality, 
in 1481, to enlist saint mark: the procession summoned on 25 april, saint 
mark’s day, took an original route, from the cathedral to s. marco al seral-
cadi, the Venetians’ church, to sant’agostino and as far as s. giacomo la 
marina, then returning to the cathedral by way of the Cassaro. the choice 
then fell upon sebastian, whose arm was in the city’s possession. in 1483 
sebastian’s festival was regarded as an “apostle’s festival,” and therefore a 
holiday: summoned to attend mass, in the morning, at the annunziata di 
Porta s. giorgio, the procession then went to the nearby, small church of 
s. sebastiano fuori le mura, which had been restored at the time of the 
plague of 1422. the following year, an ambitious route led from the annun-
ziata to the loggia before climbing back up the Cassaro to the church of 
s. sebastiano being built on the “piano” of santa maria la Pinta, near to 
the Palace. it linked up again with the old triumphal itinerary towards the 
upper town and placed sebastian in a dominant position between cathe-
dral and royal palace. in 1485, the route was completed by a final descent 
to the port, the Cala, where a third church dedicated to the intercessor, s. 
sebastiano alla marina, was built; the itinerary was dedicated to the seven 
joyful mysteries of the Virgin, with stations at the chapel of monserrat di 
s. domenico, to santa maria la nova, near to s. giacomo, in the monas-
tery of the Vergini, to that of the Cancelliere, to santa maria la Pinta and 
to the Cathedral. on 20 January 1486 a third mutation would occur: from 
the annunziata to s. sebastiano alla marina, thus to the s. sebastiano  
under construction in front of la Pinta, ending up at the magione. solemn, 
and “with candles lit,” the procession covered the five quarters under its 
protection and served to confirm popular attachment to the teutonic 
Knights’ church. the following year, the period of extreme anxiety was 
over and the procession reverted to the short annunziata-marina-Pinta 
itinerary. in 1488, the procession is not mentioned: devotion followed the 
curve of epidemics and of collective panics, and its appeal varied with 
their rise and fall; treated as the equal of the “advocate” saints, such a saint 
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ceased to be of much interest once the peril was past. in 1494, when the 
plague took hold once more, saint Venera was associated with it, placed 
in her turn in the group of “advocates” and honoured on 26 July, as was 
saint Roch, for whom a chapel was built, at s. sebastiano alla marina, and 
a “pardon” organized, on 16 august.

Finally, the city directed and coordinated a procedure of purifica-
tion and of sanctification. other sermons were designed to popularize 
the Crusade of granada, on 1st June 1486. a short procession went from 
sant’antonio to the cathedral, where fra giovanni de Pistoia, entrusted 
with the task of addressing the Jews twenty years previously, was preaching. 
in case of need, the senate financed events of general significance which 
brought a blessing down upon the city: in 1423 the Carmelite monastery 
received four onze for the general chapter of the order, which was to be 
held at Palermo. 

Conclusion

the pace with which new devotions were adopted, and the accumula-
tion of distinct forms of piety brought Palermo closer to the other italian  
cities. the sheer variety of coexisting religious cultures was noteworthy, 
but we are first of all struck by the linking and interlocking of devotions 
and practices, eremitical spirituality and poverty being grafted on to the 
withered trunk of greek monachism, the disciplines’ passion for penitence 
owing its soaring intensity to the hospitallers’ devotion and to mendicant 
poverty, and establishing itself in the ancient sanctuaries. the sense of 
continuity and pride in the past were also founded upon the beauty of the 
city’s monuments, establishing awareness of a golden age contemporary 
with the norman monarchy and fostering a project for a renewal com-
bined with the restoration of testimonies from the ideal epoch of “the 
white mantle of churches.” 
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Fig. 12.1. Religious amenities of the Conca d’oro (Xiith–XVth)
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Monreale froM its origin to the end of the Middle ages

sulamith Brodbeck

introduction

the monastic complex of Monreale lies ten or so kilometres to the south 
of Palermo, on the slopes of Mont Caputo overlooking the Conca d’oro. 
the last royal foundation of the norman hauteville dynasty, this collec-
tion of buildings was erected at the behest of King William ii (1172–89). 
although this latter was a key figure in the history of sicily, whose death 
without leaving an heir marked the end of the norman kingdom of  
sicily, his personality has somehow been eclipsed by the glorious reign of  
roger ii.1 the cathedral of Monreale forms part of a sequence of royal 
foundations, such as the Cappella Palatina begun by roger ii, completed 
by William i, and the church of Cefalù, the first royal cathedral and spon-
sored by this same king. a grandiose undertaking, William ii’s foundation 
vies with the earlier creations as much in its scale as in the richness of 

abbreviations
Borsook: eve Borsook, Messages in Mosaic: The Royal Programmes of Norman Sicily, 1130–

1187 (oxford, 1990).
Brodbeck: sulamith Brodbeck, Les saints de la cathédrale de Monreale en Sicile. Iconogra-

phie, hagiographie et pouvoir royal à la fin du XIIe siècle, Collection de l’ecole française 
de rome 432 (rome, 2010).

del giudice: Michele del giudice, Descrizione del Real Tempio e monasterio di Santa Maria 
Nuova di Morreale (Palerme, 1702).

demus: otto demus, The Mosaics of Norman Sicily (london, 1949; repr. new York, 1988).
gravina: domenico Benedetto gravina, Il Duomo di Monreale (Palermo, 1859–69).
Kitzinger: ernst Kitzinger, Il Duomo di Monreale (1960; repr. Palermo, 1991).
lello: giovanni luigi lello, Historia della chiesa di Monreale (rome, 1596; anastatic reprint, 

Bologna, 1967).
1 edoardo d’angelo, “Suspecta Familiaritas. sur les rapports entre guillaume ii et  

gauthier ophamil,” in Mariella Colin and Marie-agnès lucas-avenel, eds., De la Normandie 
à la Sicile: réalités, représentations, mythes (Actes du colloque tenu aux archives départemen-
tales de la Manche, 17–19 octobre 2002) (saint-lô, 2004), pp. 79–92, here p. 79; see salvatore 
tramontana, “sovrani normanni nella coeva cronachistica meridionale,” in Jean-Philippe 
genet, ed., L’historiographie médiévale en Europe (Actes du colloque organisé par la Fon-
dation européenne de la science [Standing committee for the humanities], 29 mars–1er avril 
1989) (Paris, 1991), p. 147; annkristin schlichte, Der “gute” König. Wilhelm II. von Sizilien 
(1166–1189), Bibliothek des deutschen historischen instituts in rom 110 (tübingen, 2005), 
pp. 319ff for the end of William ii’s reign; pp. 186–196 for the foundation of Monreale.
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its decoration. it is not a simple church but a royal and monastic cathe-
dral, destined to become a dynastic mausoleum and the seat of a power-
ful archbishopric, rivalling that of Palermo. every artistic aspect of the 
structure was designed to express the ambition, the greatness, indeed the 
excessive nature of the new creation. architects, sculptors and mosaicists 
from a wide range of different, often distant regions pooled their skills in 
order to erect a temple to the glory of god, but also to that of the sover-
eign and patron. the architecture refers to a nordic tradition, the capitals 
in the cloister recall Provençal sculpture, while the mosaics compete with 
the gold of Byzantium. nonetheless, it remains a hazardous business to 
seek to attach each of these forms of artistic expression to a single tradi-
tion or to a specific provenance, hence the richness and complexity of this 
monument which, as we shall see, has so captivated historians of art.

a historical account of the Cathedral’s foundation

the name Sancta Maria Nova in Monte Regali derives from the dedica-
tion of the church, erected to the glory of the Virgin Mary, from the site 
the monastery occupies, and from the royal function of the place, which 
served roger ii as a game reserve. the Cathedral’s foundation has given 
rise to some confusion in the historiography.

in the 19th century, when interest in siculo-norman art was gathering 
pace, the new studies then published were faced with problems of dating  
which engendered errors of interpretation. domenico gravina, on the 
basis of his observation of the stones in the south wall, concluded that 
there had been a change in the workforce at a certain point, and formu-
lated the hypothesis that William ii had restored an earlier Byzantine 
church dating from the sixth century.2 elaborating upon gravina’s pro-
posal, fedele Pollaci nuccio then suggested that the earlier Byzantine 
church was perhaps one of the seven founded in sicily by gregory the 
great.3 this theory was belied by otto demus, who, in the mid-twentieth 
century, pointed out that such variations in construction were to be found 
in the majority of romanesque cathedrals.4 We should therefore take at 
face value William ii’s declaration, which we may read in the diploma of 

2 gravina, p. 23.
3 fedele Pollaci nuccio, “i papi e la sicilia nel Medioevo,” Archivio Storico Siciliano 25 

(1900), 53–87.
4 demus, p. 99.
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15 august 1176, construere et fundere basilicam.5 We cannot determine the 
precise date upon which the construction of the monastery began, but 
the king himself said that he had started to build it at the very beginning 
of his reign, that is to say, in 1172. he specifies that the monastery had to 
observe the Benedictine rule and that the abbot should be appointed after 
consultation with the king. the foundation was mentioned for the first 
time on 1st March 1174, in a charter of nicholas, archbishop of Messina, 
which specifies that the episcopal jurisdiction and the possessions of the  
monastery of santa Maria Maniace, erected by Queen Margaret, were ceded 
to the monastery quod Dominus noster Guilelmus sanctissimus rex . . . sta-
tuit edificare . . . prope felicem urbem Panormi.6 Pope alexander iii, in his 
bull of 30 december 1174, expressed his contentment at the news of the 
foundation of which he had been informed by letters from the king, speci-
fied that it was situated super Sanctam Kiriacam,7 and placed it under his 
authority. two further clauses were added in the bull of 14 January 1176: 
the abbot had to be chosen by the bishop or archbishop but with the per-
mission of the king, this latter being the pope’s legate, and the monastery 
had to pay an annual tax of a hundred sicilian tarì to rome.8 in that same 
year, 1176, at the request of William ii, the monastic ensemble of Monre-
ale was founded by the Benedictine monks of Cava dei tirreni, an abbey 
situated some kilometres north-west of salerno on the road to naples. 
according to the Chronicon Cavense, some of the king’s representatives set 
out in the course of 1176 for ss. trinità di Cava, with a view to asking the 
abbot to send some monks to the new monastery.9 in the spring of that 
same year, or to be precise on 20th March, the eve of the feast of saint 
Benedict, the monks arrived in Palermo and were conducted to Monreale, 
where theobald became the first abbot of the new community.10

  5 the diploma is published in del giudice, 3rd part, “Privilegi e bolle,” pp. 2–6.
  6 Carlo alberto garufi, Catalogo illustrato del Tabulario di S. Maria Nuova in Monreale, 

documenti per servire alla storia della sicilia 1st ser., 19 (Palermo, 1902), n°8; demus, p. 91.
  7 garufi, Catalogo illustrato, n°9, n°10. the abbreviation sup in the pope’s bull must 

have been retranscribed as super, but it should be understood as supra, as the king’s 
diploma indicates, that is to say, “beyond.” this term has been the source of some con-
fusion, and certain authors have supposed that Monreale was built upon a pre-existing 
church. furthermore, the king’s diploma of 1176 speaks of the church of s. Kyriaci as forming 
part of the property of the monastery of Monreale.

  8 del giudice, p. 38.
  9 ibid., p. 9, n. 5.
10 lello, 2nd part “Vite degli arcivescovi,” p. 9.
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this latter only remained at the head of the monastery for two years 
and passed away on 14 May 1178.11 Pope alexander iii conferred on the 
abbot the rights of confirmation and of consecration, together with the 
right to don the mitre, gloves, sandals, dalmatic, pastoral staff and ring, 
and to bless after the fashion of bishops.12 Monreale became an important 
and powerful bishopric. the first abbot, theobald, was described as “epis-
copus et abbas” in two charters, and he used this same title when signing 
the marriage certificate of William ii and Joan of england.13 abbot Wil-
liam succeeded theobald until 28th october 1189, the date of his death. in 
1183, Pope lucius iii, in the bull Licet Dominus, dated 5th february, turned 
Monreale into an archbishopric. he praised the king for having made such 
swift progress with the construction (brevi tempore Templum Domino 
multa dignum admiratione construxit), and set great store by the great-
ness of the foundation, insisting that a like work had not been realised by 
any king since ancient times (ut simile opus per aliquem regem factum non 
fuerit a diebus antiquis).14 the pope added that it was not usual to set up 
two archbishops as close to one another as Palermo and Monreale were, 
but that the new archbishopric would not infringe upon the rights of the 
old one, for its possessions already formed an integral part of the episco-
pal jurisdiction. in 1188, a date which would seem to represent the point 
at which the archbishopric of Monreale’s influence extended furthest, the 
abbot-archbishop was at the head of a huge domain: he held properties 
in the diocese of Mazara, churches and castles in the bishopric of agri-
gento, possessions in Messina and yet others in its environs, owing to the 
authority it wielded over santa Maria Maniace. he inspected the dioceses 
of Catania and syracuse, and had numerous footholds in Calabria, Basili-
cata and Puglia.

11  lello, p. 10.
12 garufi, Catalogo illustrato, n°10, p. 8.
13 the charters of March and april 1177 have been published in, respectively, del giu-

dice, pp. 71–73 and rocco Pirri, Sicilia sacra disquisitionibus et notitis illustrata . . . (Palermo, 
1733; anastatic reprint 1987), pp. 456–57, where one may read the signature Theobaldus 
indignus Abbas et Episcopus regalis Monasterii S. Mariae Novae. for the marriage certifi-
cate, ibid., p. 110.

14 del giudice, p. 40.
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The Archbishoprics of Palermo and Monreale

the scholarly literature has represented the archbishoprics of Palermo 
and Monreale as having been very much at odds with one another.15 the 
archbishop of Palermo, Walter ophamil,16 is supposed to have rebuilt the 
Palermitan cathedral between 1172 and 1185, in open competition with 
William ii’s new foundation.17 frequent reference has been made by 
scholars to the tension between Walter and the vice-chancellor Matthew of 
ajello, basing such claims upon the chronicle of richard of san germano. 
this latter in fact relates that Matthew of ajello persuaded King William ii 
to found an archbishopric ante portas, with a view to reducing the power 
and influence of the Palermitan archbishopric.18 for his part, Walter was 
supposed to have made his brother Bartholomew a familiaris regis in order 
to counterbalance the weight of William, archbishop of Monreale, and 
of Matthew of ajello, both staunch champions of the new archbishopric 
founded by William ii.19 as otto demus has very convincingly shown, the 
narrative of richard of san germano appears to be very biased and does 
not seem to account for the reality of the situation: “the foundation of 
a new archbishopric close to the see of Palermo seemed an appropriate 
means for impairing Walter’s power without effecting an open break.”20 
Besides, why view the foundation of Monreale as a declaration of hostility 
towards the diocese of Palermo, when we know that thirty years previ-
ously roger ii had chosen Cefalù as his own royal foundation? and why 

15 ferdinand Chalandon, Histoire de la domination normande en Italie et en Sicile (Paris, 
1907; anastatic reprint, new York, 1960), 2:387; lynn townsend White, Latin Monasticism 
in Norman Sicily, Medieval academy of america 31 (Cambridge, 1938), italian translation, 
Il monachesimo latino nella Sicilia normanna (Catania, 1984), p. 203; Borsook, p. 51; William 
Melczer, La porta di Bonanno a Monreale: teologia e poesia, il labirinto 9 (Palermo, 1987), 
p. 48.

16 the name “ophamil” or “of the Mill” must be a distortion of the greek version of 
gautier’s title, “ho protofamiliaros.” its english origin has been disputed by l. J. a. loe-
wenthal, “for the Biography of Walter ophamil, archbishop of Palermo (1169–1190),” The 
English Historical Review 87 (1972), 5–82.

17 “in both cases, and especially at Monreale, there was evident a definite political 
antagonism towards the archiepiscopal see of Palermo, that is to say, in favour of their 
own ecclesiastical foundation,” Wolfgang Krönig, “la cattedrale nella cultura europea,” in 
leonardo Urbani, La cattedrale di Palermo, Studi per l’ottavo centenario dalla fondazione 
(Palermo, 1993), pp. 293–301, here p. 301.

18 demus, p. 152, n. 59. see richard de san germano, Ryccardi de Sancto Germano 
notarii Chronica, ed. Carlo alberto garufi, ris 7 / 2 (Bologne, 1937).

19 hiroshi takayama, “familiares regis and the royal inner Council in twelfth-Century 
sicily,” The English Historical Review 104 (1989), 357–372, here p. 367.

20 demus, p. 96.
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see in the reconstruction of the cathedral of Palermo a desire to compete 
with Monreale, when all the indications are that the devastating effects 
of an earthquake in 1169 had meant that it had to be rebuilt in the 1170s? 
it nonetheless remains the case that relations between the two diocese 
remained strained, as did those between Walter and King William ii.21  
one wonders to what extent the foundation of Monreale was linked to 
the unhappy reign of William i, which was marked by revolts, and the 
turbulent regency of Margaret of navarre. in this reading its foundation 
would be the fruit of a deliberate plan on the part of the new sovereign, 
who, rather than being opposed to the Palermitan archbishop, seemed 
to aspire to a re-establishment of royal authority, of its credibility, and of 
its exercise in the kingdom, on the model of his grandfather roger ii. it 
nonetheless remains the case that the choice of Monreale was far from 
being fortuitous, and illustrates the determination of William ii to set out 
the new church and its decoration as a veritable icon of Christianity that 
imposed a model to be respected and to be followed in a land that was 
still thoroughly islamicized.22

architecture

from the huge complex constituted by the 12th century monastery, only 
the cathedral, the cloister and some parts of the monastic buildings have 

21 edoardo d’angelo has commented on the fact that the Liber of the Pseudo-falcand, 
a major source for the history of sicily in the second half of the 12th century, comes to 
a sudden halt at a phrase describing the influence exerted by Walter upon the young 
king as “too great” and “suspect:” Itaque summa regni potestas et negotiorum cognitio penes 
Gualterium archiepiscopum Panormitanum erat, qui sibi regem eatenus suspecta satis famil-
iaritate devinxerat ut non tam curiam quam regem ipsum regere videretur. see La Historia 
o Liber de regno Siciliae e la Epistola ad Petrum Panormitanae ecclesiae thesaurarium di 
Ugo Falcando, ed. giovan Battista siragusa, fonti per la storia d’italia dell’istituto storico 
italiano 22 (rome, 1897), p. 165. d’angelo analyses the expression suspecta familiaritas and 
formulates the following hypothesis: “it is plain that the expression carries some sort of 
thinly veiled allusion or secret meaning: it seems to me plausible to argue that the author 
(falcand) is here insinuating that a sexual (homosexual) relationship existed between the 
senior prelate and the young sovereign,” d’angelo, “Suspecta Familiaritas” (see above n. 1), 
pp. 86–87. Cantarella had already proposed this interpretation though without furnishing 
any evidence for it: see glauco Maria Cantarella, “la fondazione della storia nel regno 
normanno di sicilia,” in L’Europa dei secoli XI e XII fra novità e tradizione: sviluppi di una 
cultura (Atti della decima settimana internazionale di studio, Mendola, 25–29 agosto 1986), 
Miscellanea del Centro di studi medioevali 12 (Milan, 1989), p. 187.

22 henri Bercher, annie Courteaux and Jean Mouton, “Une abbaye latine dans la 
société musulmane: Monreale au Xiie siècle,” Annales: économies, sociétés, civilisations 34 
(1979), 525–547.
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more or less retained their original aspect. in front of the cathedral there 
stood a portico and a vast open atrium, of which nothing today remains 
(see fig. 13.1).23 facing east, the church is flanked by cloister to the south. 
on the three other sides stood the monastic outbuildings: to the east the 
chapter house, to the south, the dormitories and, to the west, the refectory 
and the hospital in a building which today has been entirely rebuilt. on 
the north side of the cathedral was to be found the royal palace, acces-
sible directly by way of the adjacent gates located within the northern 
apsidiole.

the cathedral is the most imposing edifice so far as size is concerned; 
indeed, at the transept it is one hundred metres long and forty-three 
metres wide, and attains a maximum height of forty-three metres. the 
exterior aspect of the church represents a mixture of french and islamic 
traditions. the west facade recalls the norman cathedrals, which feature 
a main body flanked by two towers,24 while the chevet is decorated by 
a series of interlaced arches, adorned with geometrical motifs evoking 
islamic art and exploiting the contrast between the orange limestone 
and the brown lava.25 Where roger ii’s Palatine Chapel follows a plan 
combining the greek and the latin cross, Monreale features a latin 
ground-plan modelled upon that of Cefalù. it revives the typology of the 
churches of southern italy, which themselves drew their inspiration from 
a “Benedictine-Cluniac” model. the Cluniac schema would seem to have 
been introduced into the Church of the holy trinity at Mileto in the 
time of robert guiscard, by the agency of robert de grandmesnil, former 
abbot of saint-evroult d’ouche,26 and was then diffused across the rest 

23 “the surviving written words are as follows: Assumptio Sanctae Mariae, Nativitas Iesu 
Christi, Praesentatio Christi in templo,” lello, p. 23.

24 the left tower was destroyed in the 19th century. here is how lello judges it to have 
looked originally: “the other [tower] on the left hand side [. . .] rose to a great height and 
with three orders of windows, which in the middle had columns of marble and granite, 
and at the top, aside from the great pyramid in the middle, it had four other small ones 
in the corners,” lello, p. 24.

25 Wolfgang Krönig, Il Duomo di Monreale e l’architettura normanna in Sicilia (Pal-
ermo, 1965); giovanella Cassata, gabriella Costantino and rodo santoro, Sicile romane, 
Zodiaque, la nuit des temps, 65 (saint-léger-Vauban, 1986), p. 167ff; gianluigi Ciotta, La 
cultura architettonica normanna in Sicilia (Messina, 1992).

26 Mario d’onofrio, “le panorama de l’architecture religieuse,” in Mario d’onofrio, ed., 
Les Normands, peuple d’Europe, 1030–1200, exhibition catalogue, (Paris, 1994), pp. 185–93, 
here p. 189ff. on the arrival of the monks of saint-evroult, see Marjorie Chibnall, “les 
moines et les patrons de st-evroult dans l’italie du sud au Xie siècle,” in Pierre Bouet, ed., 
Les Normands en Méditerranée dans le sillage des Tancrède (Actes du Colloque de Cerisy-la-
Salle, 24 au 27 septembre 1992) (Caen, 1992), pp. 161–78.
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of Calabria, as the churches of s. giovanni Vecchio, in stilo, and santa 
Maria della roccelletta, in squillace, and the cathedrals of Messina, Cefalù 
and Monreale, in sicily, all testify. the ground-plans of the churches of 
the trinity, of the roccelletta and of Cefalù do in fact follow one and the 
same pattern, namely, a central nave that is wider than the side aisles are, 
a projecting transept and a deep choir which ends in the east in three 
apses. Monreale revives this typology, but its novelty lies in its having a 
transept that barely projects out at all, and the arms of which extend east-
wards into the lateral apses. the main nave is three times as wide as the 
side aisles. the naves are separated by nine columns on either side, on 
which rest pointed arches. a triumphal arch separates the western part 
from the central square. according to gravina, up until the 17th century 
a chancel separated the naves from the choir.27 the delimitation is very 
pronounced and deliberate, and is reinforced by a flight of steps rising 
above the choir.

sculpture: the Cloister and the Bronze gates

The Cloister

on the southern flank of the cathedral there is a vast cloister in the form 
of a square (47 × 47 metres). each gallery is defined by twenty-six pointed 
arches supported by twinned columns.28 the corners are embellished  
with four columns, which brings the number of small columns resting on a 
stylobate to 228. the archivolts of the arches feature a play of polychrome 
dressing recalling the chevet of the cathedral. in the south-west corner a 
small aedicule encloses at its centre a fountain (see fig. 13.2). from the 
bottom of the great basin there rises up a carved shaft which supports 
a calyx whose sepals are decorated with figures playing musical instru-
ments and dancing. the originality of this cloister is achieved through 
the decoration of the supports: each shaft is distinct, sometimes smooth, 
sometimes carved, sometimes encrusted with polychrome mosaics  
with geometric patterns. the abacuses feature an essentially ornamental 

27 gravina, p. 65.
28 in order to envisage the capitals in their entirety, consult the vast online project 

CENOBIUM—Ein Projekt zur multimedialen Darstellung romanischer Kreuzgangkapitelle 
im Mittelmeerraum; see also The Cloister of Monreale, an online exhibition by the Photo 
library of the Kunsthistorisches institut in florenz—Max-Planck-institut, 22 June–18 octo-
ber 2009.
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decoration whereas the capitals develop a varied iconographic repertory: 
foliage, birds, fantastical animals, scenes featuring hunting and the grape 
harvest, fighters or warriors,29 human heads, allegories but also old and 
new testament scenes. of the entire set of carved capitals, fifteen fea-
ture narratives, illustrating Biblical episodes: the stories of adam and eve, 
noah, Jacob, Joseph, samson and daniel for the old testament, and the 
Childhood of Christ, the Parable of lazarus, the Mission of the apostles 
and the life of John the Baptist for the new testament. Certain capitals 
present unique, highly symbolic themes, such as the true Cross upheld by 
Constantine and helen, represented on the same capital as the triumph 
of the Church over the synagogue.

scholarly studies devoted to the capitals in the cloister are essentially 
concerned with stylistic analysis and seek to distinguish different “hands” 
in such a way as to determine the origin of the artisans. thus, roberto 
salvini, the author of the only monograph devoted to the cloister of  
Monreale, distinguishes five masters, aided by an unspecified number of 
assistants.30 he gives each of them a name dictated by the main theme 
which they have carved: the Master of the Mission of the apostles, the 
Master of the dedication, the Master of the Putti, the Master of the eagles, 
and the “Marmoraro.” these stylistic differences suggest the involvement 
of several workshops, but the origin of the sculptors remains controver-
sial, and various different regions have been advanced in the historiogra-
phy, including Campania, emilia-romagna, Provence, Burgundy and the 
ile-de-france.31 gandolfo has formulated the hypothesis of two succes-
sive workshops, whereby the first would be local and derived from the 
cloister work site of Cefalù and the second would be of salernitan origin 
and would have worked on the small ambo of the cathedral in salerno. 

29 david nicolle, “the Monreale capitals and the military equipment of later norman 
sicily,” Gladius 15 (1980), 87–103, reprinted in Warriors and Their Weapons Around the Time 
of the Crusades: Relationships Between Byzantium, the West, and the Islamic World, Vari-
orum Collected studies series 756 (aldershot, 2002).

30 roberto salvini, Il chiostro di Monreale e la scultura romanica in Sicilia (Palermo, 
1962). i should also mention an unpublished doctoral thesis, defended in 2002 at Münster: 
Birgitt schermer, Der Kreuzgang des Domes in Monreale. Eine Untersuchung zur Genese 
der romanischen Skulptur Siziliens, under the supervision of Prof. d. thränhardt (Münster, 
2002).

31  the Campanian formation of the sculptors is upheld by Biagi, glass and sheppard. 
this latter also discerns stylistic elements originating in Chartres. Cochetti Pratesi opts 
rather for the “Piacentine-emilian” milieu, as well as Burgundy, whereas Krönig argues for 
the presence of artisans of Provençal origin, and of some sculptors who came from the 
cloister work-site at Cefalù. for the bibliography, see nicoletta Bernacchio, “Monreale—
scultura,” Enciclopedia dell’arte medievale 8 (1997), pp. 527–28.
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according to this same author, the first of the two teams was succeeded 
by the second around 1180, and the work site as a whole came to a halt 
towards 1185.32 the only inscription providing us with any information 
about the personality of one of the artisans is preserved on a capital in 
the northern gallery (n19, according to salvini): ego roManUs filiUs 
CostantinUs MarMUrariUs. some authors reproach this particular 
sculptor for his lack of inspiration and imagination, and for the vanity that 
had prompted him to engrave his name on a capital that is in truth none 
too successful.33 the inscription has been the subject of heated debate. 
some see in “romanus” a reference to the place of origin of the sculptor, 
namely, the city of rome, while others think it is more likely to be the 
name of the dealer in marble.34 recently the attempt has been made to 
revive this second interpretation, and romanus has been identified as a 
member of a family of arabo-Christian dealers in marble who had worked 
in several sites across the capital, under the norman sovereigns.35

aside from the stylistic diversities, the specialists have run up against 
the lack of coherence or of logic in the organization of the iconographic 
themes. the “lack of a consistent program”36 has been criticized, and the 
absence of any narrative and logical link between the capitals denounced. 
however, gandolfo proposes to read these sculptures not as episodes 
in sacred history but as exempla.37 Beat Brenk, in a more recent study, 
extends this interpretation and defends the hypothesis of a “rhetorik der 
varietas,” narration certainly not being the first and only aim in a cycle  
of such scope.38 each capital has a different form and features a unique 
decoration, with a strongly theological tenor in the case of certain of them. 

32 francesco gandolfo, “Vitalità e tipologie nelle sculture del chiostro benedettino,” in 
giovan Battista Badagliacca, ed., L’anno di Guglielmo 1189–1989, percorsi tra arte e cultura 
(Palermo, 1989), pp. 141–173; id., “il chiostro di Monreale,” in I Normanni—Popolo d’Europa 
1030–1200, exhibition catalogue (Venise, 1994), pp. 237–246.

33 salvini, Il chiostro di Monreale; Sicile romane (see above n. 25), p. 167ff.
34 giuseppe Mandalà and Marcello Moscone, “tra latini, greci e ‘arabici’: ricerche su 

scrittura e cultura a Palermo fra Xii e Xiii secolo,” Segno e testo. International Journal of 
Manuscripts and Text Transmission 7 (2009), 143–238, here 211ff.

35 ibid.
36 Carl d. sheppard, “iconography of the Cloister of Monreale,” The Art Bulletin 31 

(1949), 159–169, here 169.
37 gandolfo, “Vitalità e tipologie,” p. 171 (see above n. 32).
38 Beat Brenk, “Zur Programmatik der Kapitelle im Kreuzgang von Monreale. rhetorik 

der varietas als herrscherliches anspruchsdenken,” in Klaus Bergdolt and giorgio Bon-
santi, eds., Opere e giorni, studi su mille anni di arte europea dedicati a Max Seidel (Venise, 
2001), pp. 43–50, here p. 49.
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it would have been simpler to choose the same typology: this varietas was 
therefore certainly intentional and explicitly commissioned. in Brenk’s 
view, it would seem to have reflected the ambition to combine a plurality 
of techniques, repertoires, iconographic themes and stylistic approaches, 
so as to create a new artistic language, which recurs in the mosaic decora-
tion. Brenk’s theory is appealing, and it does not in fact seem very likely 
that the arrangement of iconographic themes, their richness and their 
variety should be the product of chance or the simple consequence of a 
juxtaposition of the work produced by several different workshops.

all the indications are that William ii was the main sponsor, as the 
capital of dedication (W8, according to salvini) testifies, recalling, as do 
the votive panels in mosaic form, that he was having a temple built which 
he was dedicating and offering to the Virgin Mary. the inscription on the 
abacus indicates as much: re(X) QUi CVn(C)ta regis siCVli data 
sVsCiPe regis (“King, who reigns over all, accept the gifts of the king 
of sicily”). the king is represented giving the model of his church to the 
Virgin, and is in a dynamic pose. the maquette is borne by an angel, and it 
reproduces fairly faithfully the features of the cathedral, with the towers at 
the front, the long nave, the upper choir and the chevet with three apses. 
however, the cloister being intended above all for the monastic commu-
nity, it is tempting to suppose that the monks who had come from the 
Cava dei tirreni abbey played a prominent role in devising a programme 
for the sculpted decoration, which would lend weight to the thesis that 
the sculptors were originally from Campania. for a commission of this 
nature, one would logically think of an important ecclesiastical dignitary, 
learned and close to the king. there thus emerges the possibility that the 
abbot-bishop of Monreale, theobald, the king’s privileged interlocutor, 
may have played precisely such a role, and been the sponsor-designer in 
his new monastery.39

The Bronze Doors

the cathedral boasts two bronze doors, one of which closes off the side 
portal on the northern flank of the cathedral, the other the main por-
tal, on the western wall. Both doors are signed, the first being the work 

39 We can also envisage theobald having had a hand in planning the mosaic decora-
tion, and, more precisely, in the choice of monastic and eremitic effigies, see Brodbeck, 
pp. 198–99.
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of Barisano of trani (see fig. 13.3), the second that of Bonnano of Pisa.40 
this latter door is of the utmost importance, because it preserves the only 
dated inscription in the whole cathedral: 1186. Measuring 7.80 metres by 
2.80 metres, the door is divided up into forty distinct scenes, framed in 
the upper and lower parts of wider panels. a decorative motif in the form 
of garlands, composed of acanthus leaves with buds, runs vertically and 
along the sides of the doors, while rosettes surround each of the scenes. 
the programme begins on the lower tier, above pairs of lions and gry-
phons realised at a later date.41 it reads from left to right and from bottom 
to top, the first twenty panels being devoted to the old testament cycle 
(from the Creation of adam to Jacob), the last twenty to the Christological 
cycle (from the annunciation to the ascension). the whole ensemble is 
dominated by the triumphal figures of the Christ and of the Virgin Mary 
in majesty amongst the angels. the programme is arranged in terms of 
the typological symbolism of the concordance of the old and the new 
testament, which is realised, as William Melczer has emphasised, through 
the three moments of sacred history: ante legem, sub lege and sub gratia.42 
the prophets, located on the middle tier of the door, are the quintessential  
embodiment of this concordance and unite the cycles of genesis and of 
the life of Christ. the form and arrangement of the panels, surrounded 
by eight nails and bosses, falls within the tradition of Byzantine or italo-
Byzantine doors.43 on the other hand, the modelling in energetic relief, 
the sculpting of certain figures in the round where they stand out from 
the background, the lively and dynamic compositions, along with the 
theme of the Concordia veteris et novi testamenti, may be linked rather to 
nordic examples, such as the door of st. Zeno in Verona or even that of  
st. Michael in hildesheim.44 the door at Monreale has often been compared  

40 the work is signed: Bonanno CiVis PisanUs, see albert Boeckler, Die Bronzetüren 
des Bonanus von Pisa und des Barisanus von Trani (Berlin, 1953); Melczer, La porta di 
Bonanno a Monreale (see above n. 15); ottavio Banti, ed., La porta di Bonanno nel Duomo 
di Pisa e le porte bronzee medioevali europee: arte e tecnologia (Atti del Convegno internazi-
onale di studi, Pisa 6–8 maggio 1993) (Pontedera, 1999).

41  around 1690, under archbishop giovanni da roana, according to Melczer, La porta 
di Bonanno a Monreale, p. 52 and n. 20.

42 ibid., p. 255.
43 on Byzantine bronze doors in italy, one should consult the bibliographical synthesis 

of antonio iacobini, “le porte bronzee bizantine in italia: arte e tecnologia nel Mediterra-
neo medievale,” in antonio iacobini, ed., Le porte del Paradiso. Arte e tecnologia bizantina 
tra Italia e Mediterraneo, XI–XII secolo (Convegno internazionale di studi, Istituto Svizzero di 
Roma, 6–7 dicembre 2006) (rome, 2009), pp. 15–54, here n. 1 pp. 23–24.

44 Melczer, La porta di Bonanno a Monreale, p. 256.
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to that of st. ranieri in Pisa, which is by the same artist. the resemblance 
is indeed striking, notably as regards the overall composition and the ico-
nography of the scenes from the new testament. however, not only is 
the door at Monreale much larger but it also presents the old testament 
cycle, and here Bonnano had made a genuinely original contribution to 
William ii’s foundation.45

the side door is signed Barisano of trani, who represents himself on 
one of the panels, prostrate at the feet of an enthroned saint nicholas 
(see fig. 13.3).46 Consisting of twenty-eight panels, it measures 4.23 metres 
by 2.51 metres and is modelled on the doors at trani and ravello realised 
by the same artist.47 in the upper part, the Maiestas Domini is repeated 
twice and surrounded by the Prophets elijah and John the Baptist. the 
other panels represent the following themes: deposition from the Cross, 
Anastasis, Virgin and Child, saint nicholas, the twelve apostles enthroned, 
two saints who are knights and two archers. the figures are handled in 
bas-relief, closely resembling the méplat technique. the vegetal decora-
tion, which is rich and highly varied, is ubiquitous, surrounding each of 
the scenes and imparting a rhythm to the divisions of the doors. the com-
position is static and the figures hieratic. the two christological scenes 
and the saints who are knights follow Byzantine canons. the artist’s place 
of origin, apulia, may explain this tendency towards the Byzantine in the 
general composition and in the rendering, as much iconographic as sty-
listic, of the figures. the artist anyway draws attention to his own region 
through the effigy of saint nicholas. the patron saint of Bari is situated 
on the same tier as the christological scenes and the Virgin and Child; 
he is, moreover, the only saint bishop to feature and the artist prostrates 
himself at his feet, following the Byzantine rite of proskinesis, as a sign of 
homage and of prayer.

the choice of two artists, with their different techniques and styles, to 
realise the bronze doors of the cathedral may be explained in terms of 
their actual functions: one door, that of Barisano of trani, was in every-
day use for the entrance of the congregation into the northern side nave, 
whereas the other, which was majestic and grandiose, was probably only 

45 Brenk has recently compared the two doors, see Beat Brenk, “Bronzi della sicilia 
normanna: le porte del duomo di Monreale,” in Le porte del Paradiso, pp. 471–89, here  
p. 473ff.

46 the precise inscription reads: BarisanUs tranensis Me feCit.
47 david a. Walsh, “the Bronze doors of Barisanus of trani,” in salvatorino salomi, 

ed., Le porte di bronzo dall’antichità al secolo XIII (Atti del convengo internazionale di studi, 
Trieste 13–18 aprile 1987) (rome, 1990), pp. 399–405.
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opened on solemn occasions and official ceremonies. But this difference 
in treatment, as Brenk has stressed, may also reflect the aesthetic of  
varietas evident in the thinking behind the cloister.48

the Mosaics

Mosaic may be regarded as the quintessential art and technique of the 
norman sovereigns. it is synonymous with display, requires costly materials  
and a highly elaborate technique. through the use of gilded tesserae, 
the churches of the norman kings all take on the luminous and scintil-
lating aspect characteristic of Byzantine creations. the brilliance of the 
mosaics, associated with the use of sumptuous materials, such as marble 
and porphyry, gives rise to a lavish splendour, whereby art assumes the 
status of an instrumentum regni, according to the Byzantine concept.  
the church of Monreale is the largest edifice decorated with mosaics in 
the medieval West, having 7600 square metres of tesserae (see fig. 13.4). 
Yet the decoration is not mentioned in any of the surviving sources, save 
for the Ryccardi de Sancto Germano Chronica, composed at Cassino at  
the beginning of the 13th century, which begins with a panegyric to the late 
sovereign and his cathedral.49 this vast mosaic decoration has been the 
object of numerous studies and has given rise to lively debates, concerning  
variously the latin or Byzantine primacy of the decoration, the dating and 
execution of the mosaics, the royal character of the programme and, more 
recently, the spatial aspects of the decoration viewed in its relation to the 
surviving or reconstituted liturgical furniture.

the iconographic programme divides up in a logical manner within the 
architectural space. each cycle unfolds within its own precisely delimited 
framework. the lack of a cupola led to the adaptation of the traditional 
Byzantine programme to the architecture of the basilica, as could already 
be seen in the case of the cathedral at Cefalù. thus, for want of a place 
at the top of the cupola, the Pantocrator is here in the apse conch (see 
fig. 13.4). the celestial hierarchy, composed of seraphim, cherubim and 
archangels, who traditionally surround the Christ all Powerful in the 
dome, is here relegated to the vault preceding the apse. the prophets,  
represented in the drum both in the Martorana and in the Cappella 

48 Brenk, “Bronzi della sicilia normanna,” p. 472.
49 richard of san germano, Ryccardi de Sancto Germano notarii Chronica, p. 4 (see 

above n. 18); see also Kitzinger, p. 17.
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Palatina, are relegated to the upper tier of the side walls leading to the 
apsidioles.50 the theotokos, described here as “Panachrantos,”51 and tra-
ditionally represented in the apse conch, assumes its place at Monreale 
beneath the Pantocrator, ringed by the solemn guard of the archangels, 
Michael and gabriel, and by all the apostles. finally, on the lower tier, the 
choir of saints appear on either side of the central window. in the south 
and north apsidioles respectively, the cycles of Peter and Paul are repre-
sented, inspiration being taken directly here from the Cappella Palatina. 
however, there are a greater number of scenes here, and notably the two 
monumental panels of the Crucifixion of Peter and the Beheading of Paul. 
the central zone is reserved for the christological cycle, which is very 
extended and indeed unique in sicilian decorative programmes. there 
are many more episodes than in the Cappella Palatina, and the cycle of 
the Passion is entirely new. the christological panels unfold, on the one 
hand, in the central square with the scenes of the Childhood of Christ and, 
on the other, in the arms of the transept with public life to the north and 
the Passion to the south. finally, the genesis cycle—from the Creation to 
Jacob wrestling with the angel—is represented in the nave, adopting the 
model of the Cappella Palatina and falling more broadly within a long 
tradition established since the first roman basilicas. it is divided into two 
tiers and is read in a concentric fashion around the nave. on the west 
counter-façade, apart from the scenes from genesis, there are three pan-
els recounting episodes from the lives of the saints.52 finally, in the side 
aisles, there feature the cures and miracles of Christ. there is no prece-
dent for this cycle in the Cappella Palatina, and it unfolds over twenty-two 
panels on the north and south walls of the side-aisles.53

traditional historiography presents the decoration of Monreale as 
a juxtaposition of a “Byzantine solea” and a “latin nave.”54 however, 
the distinction is not so easily made, for actually within the so-called  

50 for the Martorana, see ernst Kitzinger, The Mosaics of St. Mary’s of the Admiral in 
Palermo, dumbarton oaks studies 27 (Washington, 1990); for the Palatine Chapel, see  
Cappella Palatina.

51  “Pure, immaculate,” cf. demus, p. 114 et n. 174.
52 the saints represented were Castrensis, Cassius and Castus, see Brodbeck,  

pp. 365–83.
53 silvia Pasi, “alcune scene di guarigione del ciclo cristologico del duomo di Monre-

ale. Caratteri e problematiche,” Corsi di Cultura sull’Arte Ravennate e Bizantina 40 (1993), 
361–377.

54 the titles of the different parts of the study by demus are highly instructive, since 
they serve to divide the building up in terms of “the tradition of centralised decoration” 
and “the tradition of longitudinal decoration.” Kitzinger describes the choir as “essentially 
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“Byzantine” programme are to be found images deriving from a latin 
tradition. in the transept there unfolds the christological cycle, which 
reverts to the traditional Byzantine liturgical festivals, or the Dodekaorton. 
however, the cycle has been extended, and certain scenes would seem 
to be inspired by anglo-norman culture, as in the case of the develop-
ment of the Pilgrims of emmaeus over four panels, for which there is no 
parallel in the Byzantine iconography. Kitzinger compares these images 
to one of the masterpieces of english miniature painting from the first 
half of the 12th century, the saint albans Psalter, and refers to the drama  
Peregrinus, one of the sacred theatrical representations of Biblical subjects 
in vogue in this period.55 furthermore, certain images from the Passion 
of Christ allow us to glimpse latin insertions into so-called traditional 
Byzantine canons. thus one might note the detail of the bearer of the 
pitcher in the Washing of the feet, the presence of the lamb on a cup 
on the table at the last supper, the gesture of Christ blessing Peter after 
he has cut off the ear of Malchus in the Betrayal of Judas, etc.56 these 
elements, which also feature in the iconography of southern italy, testify 
to the local reformulation of Byzantine canons.57 the hagiographic pro-
gramme, comprising one hundred and seventy-four saints, attests to this 
same wish to merge Byzantine, Western and local components, as much 
in the choice of saints as in the iconography of some of them.58 there too, 
the Byzantine canons regarding effigies are sometimes revised, allowing 
us to glimpse quintessentially latin attributes: abbatial cross, episcopal 
cross or tau. the hypothesis has therefore been advanced that there were 
local artists on the site at Monreale, since nothing comparable exists in 
Byzantium itself,59 notwithstanding the theses of demus and Kitzinger, 
who presumed that greek mosaicists were involved, as if there had been a 

Byzantine” and points to roman influence upon the general organization of the genesis 
cycle.

55 the theatrical dramas, together with the iconography that stems from them, first 
saw the light of day in northern france and in england, and were certainly known in  
sicily at the end of the 12th century, see emile Mâle, L’art religieux du XIIe siècle en France 
(Paris, 1924), pp. 137–38; see also otto Paecht, reginald dodwell, francis Wormald, The 
Saint Albans Psalter, studies of the Warburg institute 25 (london, 1960), pls. 39–40.

56 Brodbeck, pp. 60–62.
57 i would cite here the door at Benevento, the Breviary of oderisius, the later frescoes 

in san Pellegrino di Bominaco, etc.
58 see Brodbeck.
59 “the mosaics may not be that greek, however. nothing comparable is known in 

contemporary Byzantium, and the mosaicists might have been greek-trained, whether in 
sicily or on the south italian mainland”, Borsook, p. 53 (see above n. 15).
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high degree of continuity with work sites from the previous period. there 
is in fact “intrinsic evidence” in the case of the decorative schemes realised 
under roger ii confirming that they are attributable to a “greek hand.”60 
the question is more complex in the case of the decoration at Monreale, 
for the iconographic programme reflects an actual interpenetration of ele-
ments. intense scrutiny of the models borrowed, along with a detailed and 
systematic analysis of the techniques used in the mosaics would certainly 
lead to the formulation of new hypotheses regarding the problem of the 
Monreale artists’ origins, which is still very far from being resolved.61

historians of art have long wrangled over whether the whole of the 
decoration belonged to the epoch of William ii or if it extended beyond 
this period. the hypothesis of a later dating was first advanced by Vic-
tor lazarev, who attributed the mosaics in the transept, the main nave 
and the side naves to the period of frederick ii.62 an analogous thesis 
has been defended by sergio Bettini, roberto salvini and stefano Bottari, 
and it was reinforced by the supposition that Venetian mosaicists had 
come to complete the decoration at the beginning of the 13th century.63 
otto demus and ernst Kitzinger, for their part, maintained that the whole 
of the decoration was realised during the reign of William ii.64 dating 
aside, the conflicting interpretations also concerned stylistic analysis, with 
demus, and then Kitzinger, accepting unreservedly the Byzantine origins 
of the style, while Bettini, salvini and Bottari disputed this assumption. 
the stylistic link between the mosaics of Monreale and the Byzantine 
late-Comnenian decorations has, however, now been demonstrated65 and 

60 ernst Kitzinger, “two mosaic ateliers in Palerme in the 1140s,” in Xavier Barral i altet, 
ed., Artistes, artisans et production artistique au Moyen Age (Paris, 1986), 1, pp. 277–294.

61  Brodbeck, p. 199ff. the author addresses the question of the origin of the artists, a 
topic that with the multiplication of studies on Monreale would seem to have become 
somewhat ossified, and wonders whether it might not be more pertinent to investigate 
the provenance of the models utilized. the technique involved in mosaics has been the 
object of recent research, see n. 68.

62 Victor lazarev, “the mosaics of Cefalù”, The Art Bulletin 17 (1935), p. 222; the same 
hypothesis as regards the dating was advanced by this author in the russian edition of his 
Storia della pittura bizantina (1947–1948; turin, 1967).

63 sergio Bettini, La pittura bizantina. II. I mosaici (florence, 1939), p. 60; stefano Bot-
tari, Mosaici bizantini della Sicilia (Milan, 1963), p. 33.

64 With, however, some divergences between the two authors, see demus, p. 148 and 
Kitzinger, p. 17.

65 lydie hadermann-Misguich, “tendances expressives et recherches ornementales 
dans la peinture de la seconde moitié du Xiie siècle,” Byzantion 35 (1965), 429–448; ead., 
“innovations de l’art des Comnène dans les mosaïques byzantines de sicile”, Corsi di Cul-
tura sull’Arte Ravennate e Bizantina 27 (1980), 59–69.
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today critics concede that the mosaics were executed when William ii was 
alive. no precise date can be attached to the execution of the decoration, 
but the votive panels representing the king crowned by Christ, on the one 
hand, and the sovereign giving a model of the church to the Virgin, on 
the other, give us leave to suppose that the mosaics were realised during 
William ii’s lifetime. the only dated inscription in the cathedral is to be 
found, as we have already mentioned, on the bronze doors, disclosing the 
year 1186 and implying that the decoration was already well advanced, or 
even already finished, by that date. recently, study of the hagiographic 
programme—long neglected by specialists—has enabled us to render the 
datings more precise: the importance of the decade of the 1170s for the  
eastern part of the church, the final date of 1183 for the north arm of  
the transept or again a prolongation into the 1180s for the decoration of 
the side aisles of the nave.66 as for the stylistic homogeneity propounded 
by earlier scholars and upheld by Kitzinger, in particular, it can be thrown 
into doubt once again by observation of the techniques used in the mosa-
ics themselves. this author asserted that it was impossible to distinguish 
between the different teams of mosaicists who had worked on the deco-
ration, so homogeneous was the style.67 now simply by undertaking a 
detailed analysis of the effigies of saints, which taken as a whole form a 
unique and coherent programme, we are able to identify the work of at 
least three different workshops, from the most experienced in the central 
apse to a less skilled workforce tackling the medallions of saints in the 
intrados of the arches in the nave.68 this diversity, at once technical and 
stylistic, does not seem to reflect a chronological development, such as 
exists in the Cappella Palatina, where two styles may clearly be distin-
guished, one characteristic of roger ii’s campaign in the sanctuary, the 
other of that realised by William i in the naves. at Monreale, this diversity 
testifies rather to the presence of several teams working simultaneously, 
or very nearly so, within one and the same space.

following on from the debates over style—and therefore over dating—
interest turned more specifically to the royal dimension of the founda-
tion and of its decoration. in 1990 eve Borsook specified in her preface 

66 Brodbeck, pp. 191–195.
67 Kitzinger, p. 75.
68 analysis of the size, the placing, and the thickness of the tesserae in fact enables us 

to differentiate between several different “hands” or teams of mosaicists. this question has 
been addressed by sulamith Brodbeck at the XXIIe Congrès international des études byzan-
tines: “le chantier de Monreale,” round table on La mosaïque byzantine et sa diffusion (XIe–
XIIe siècles): travail, technique et matériaux, restauration directed by antonio iacobini.
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that because “these studies [by otto demus, ernst Kitzinger, Wolfgang 
Krönig . . .] concentrated upon a few specific aspects—such as style, ico-
nography, date, and condition—any message shared by all three of these 
royal mosaics—at Cefalù, the Cappella Palatina, and Monreale—has 
escaped notice.”69 the author dwells upon the allegorical character of the 
mosaics in the Cappella Palatina, Cefalù and Monreale in the course of her 
examination of the arrangement of the decoration and of the importance 
of the inscriptions which form an integral part of the panels. at Monreale, 
she demonstrates that images and inscriptions are so arranged that they 
legitimize and enhance the royal authority of William ii, and ventures the 
hypothesis that the interior of the cathedral is a materialization of the 
heavenly city of Jerusalem, linked to the Marian image, a personification 
of the Ecclesia. this last interpretation may be open to doubt, but it is  
nevertheless the case that the sovereign manifested a quite particular  
devotion to Mary and placed himself directly under her protection.70 
indeed, at the very entrance to the building, on the west counter-facade, 
the Virgin of the hodigitria type is invoked in order to grant direct  
protection to the king, through the inscription accompanying her: sPonsa 
sVe Prolis o stella PVerPera solis / Pro CUnCtis ora sed PlVs 
Pro rege laBora.71 in the choir, opposite the royal throne, the dedi-
catory panel for its part presents an atypical iconography: the Virgin is 
represented in profile—and not facing us or in a hieratic guise—reaching 
out her arms to receive the model of the church the king gives to her, on 
bended knee and in an attitude of devotion. the postures in profile, the 
bowed heads, and the dynamic movement of William ii all serve to rein-
force this privileged, indeed intimate, face-to-face encounter between the 
sovereign and the Virgin.

aside from the intercession and protection that certain images embody, 
the programme reveals a veritable political theology which derives from 
the place occupied by the sovereign in this royal foundation. the presence 
of a lay figure, such as the king, tends to express a political claim in a 
religious framework. William ii, seated on his throne, is located beneath 
the votive panel representing his coronation by Christ (see fig. 13.5), 
but also beneath the genealogy of the lord, as is attested by the series 

69 Borsook, p. vii.
70 the church is dedicated to the Virgin and a Marian cycle was preserved in the 

atrium, see above n. 23.
71  “the bride of her offspring. star, bringer forth of the sun, pray for all, but [even] more 

work for king,” cf. Borsook, p. 57.
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of Patriarchs represented in medallions in the intrados and at the top of 
the arch.72 thomas dittelbach has explored this political theology, a veri-
table royal Christology, emphasising the crucial importance of the theme 
Rex Imago Christi—Christus Imago Rex.73 More particularly, dittelbach 
emphasizes the link between the written image and the portrait, the Rex 
imperator in regno suo, or again between the private and the public king. 
furthermore, the hagiographic programme is particularly conducive to a 
political interpretation of the decoration. More than any other image in 
the building, the saints were expressly chosen by the sovereign in his role 
as sponsor, and by the same token they reflected his dynastic affiliations. 
We thus discern William ii’s fascination with Byzantium, and his concern 
to rival the basileus, through the employment of effigies of military saints 
and eastern anargyri as privileged protectors of the new sovereign and 
of his family; his alliance with the Plantagenet kingdom,74 perceptible in 
the presence, unparalleled elsewhere in sicily, of thomas Becket, hilaire 
of Poitiers or radegonde, located in key positions within the decoration; 
and his rootedness in the local traditions of southern italy, attested by 
the importance given to regional saints.75 We thus have to do here with 
a set of thoughts which underline the sort of representation of itself that 
political authority was endeavouring to promote within a kingdom whose 
sole claim to coherence derived from the king who ruled it.

the liturgical and Ceremonial furniture, a spatial reality

images cannot properly be disassociated from the liturgical and ceremo-
nial furniture. Yet scholars have paid very little attention to this latter, 
as Vladimir Zorić has observed in a recent article.76 the rediscovery of a 

72 abraham who engendered isaac, who engendered Jacob, who engendered Juda, 
resuming the beginning of the descent of Jesus in the gospel of saint Matthew (Mt 1, 2). 
Melchisedec, enoch and noah cited in the larger genealogy given in the gospel of saint 
luke (lk 3, 23–28).

73 thomas dittelbach, Rex Imago Christi. Der Dom von Monreale, Bildsprachen und 
Zeremoniell in Mosaikkunst und Architektur, spätantike—frühes Christentum—Byzanz 12 
(Wiesbaden, 2003).

74 through his marriage in 1177 with the youngest daughter of henry ii, Plantaganet, 
Joan of england.

75 i shall not rehearse my own interpretation in any detail, but simply refer the reader 
to Brodbeck, p. 85ff (le programme hagiographique de Monreale, reflet de la politique 
extérieure de guillaume ii), p. 145ff (Monreale, symbole du pouvoir local).

76 Vladimir Zorić, “l’arredo liturgico fisso nelle chiese di età normanna: un aspetto 
trascurato della storiografia architettonica,” in Mario re et Cristina rognoni, eds., Byzan-
tino-Sicula V Giorgio di Antiochia. L’arte della politica in Sicilia nel XII secolo tra Bisanzio e 
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plan of Monreale, dating from 1590 and preserved in the Vatican secret 
archive,77 enables us to reconstitute the original layout of the furniture, 
notably the upper chancel, which was a veritable “norman macchina.”78 
the naves designed to welcome the congregation were in fact separated 
from the sacred part of the church by an upper chancel: “at the top of the 
nave and the aisles is the atrium of the Choir, which is how we call that 
part to which we ascend by three marble steps and which we enter by 
three doors, one from the nave and one from each of the aisles.”79 three 
openings had thus been pierced: a central one, which corresponds to the 
choir, and two lateral ones, which grant access to the arms of the tran-
sept. according to gravina, who has referred to the inventory of liturgi-
cal furniture for 1656, the chancel attained the height of a half-column, 
that is to say, around five metres fifty. furthermore, the 16th century plan 
indicates the presence of the main altar, of a double ambo, of the monks’ 
stalls, of a cathedra in the apse, of a seat or throne facing that of the king, 
probably intended for the abbot-bishop,80 and of tombs in the arms of 
the transept.

now, a combined reading of the furniture—both liturgical and  
ceremonial—and of the iconographic programme testifies to the intense 
thought that had gone into the spatial organization of the cathedral, the 
different internal spaces and their function. thus the programme reflects 
the funerary purpose of the arms of the transept—which housed the 
tombs of William i, Margaret of navarre, her two sons, and would in future 
house the remains of William ii—the monastic purpose of the choir, the 
“royal view” from the sovereign’s throne and the “episcopal view” from 
the abbot-archbishop’s seat.81 the height of the chancel had not been left 
to chance, since it allowed a visual gradation running from west to east: 
the lower tiers of the apse disappeared from view as the congregation 
moved through the nave, so as to leave visible, at the foot of the chancel, 
nothing else but the figure of Christ Pantocrator.82 this separation served 

l’Islam (Atti del Convegno Internazionale, Palermo, 19–20 aprile 2007), istituto siciliano di 
studi bizantini e neoellenici Bruno lavagnini, Quaderni 17 (Palermo, 2009), pp. 87–126.

77 giuseppe schirò, “il rilievo dell’abbazia del 1590,” in Il Duomo di Monreale. Architet-
tura di luce e icona, arte e teologia 7 (Palermo, 2004), pp. 235–243.

78 Vladimir Zorić, “l’arredo liturgico fisso,” p. 116.
79 gravina, p. 65.
80 Brodbeck, p. 183ff.
81  dittelbach, Rex Imago Christi, p. 293: “single figures or scenes from the pictorial pro-

gramme did not only have a mnemonic function in the liturgy, but also stood as ‘exempla’ 
in royal ceremonies;” Brodbeck, p. 222, appendix 5.

82 Brodbeck, pp. 187–188.
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to delimit the space reserved for the monastic community and for the 
king, and thus established a private and a public view of the decoration. 
each set of images was meant to be seen by a specific category of per-
sons, reflecting their location and circulation within ecclesial space. the 
monks would pass beneath arches endowed with monastic and eremitic 
effigies as they made their way to the choir. this latter was the site of the 
mystery of the incarnation, as evinced by the presence of scenes from 
the Childhood of Christ, among them in particular the unfolding of the 
nativity across the whole width of the west diaphragm wall of the central 
square, visible to the monks but not to the congregation. the king on his 
throne sat beneath the genealogy of the lord, opposite the public life of 
Christ and in the axis of a series of hagiographic effigies, vested with a 
pronounced political connotation.83 the Mandylion, or the holy face of 
edessa, concealed, indeed, hidden at a height of over forty metres, was 
for its part visible only from the apse. it was therefore meant only for the 
officiating abbot-bishop and referred directly to the reality of the incarna-
tion and to the eucharistic mystery. on the basis of these few examples, 
it would seem to be the case that the architecture, the furniture and the 
images had been conceived as a whole. they shed light one upon the 
other and are intrinsically interconnected, enabling us to assess the spatial  
reality of the building, the hierarchies, the distinctions and the polarities 
of the sacred site.84

Monreale after the death of William ii

the premature death of William ii in 1189, without a direct or designated 
heir, marked the end of a historical and political era. after the short-lived 
reigns of tancred of lecce and William iii, henry Vi of swabia, married 
to the youngest daughter of roger ii, Constance de hauteville, acceded  
to the head of the kingdom in 1194. the swabian dynasty replaced the 
norman dynasty. attention turned from the cathedral of Monreale to 
that of Palermo, which was rebuilt on the initiative of archbishop Walter.  
the political disorder into which sicily was cast during the second half 
of the 13th century, and throughout the 14th century, also eclipsed the 
archbishopric of Monreale, which only retained its privileged function in 

83 ibid., pp. 176–177 and appendix 5.
84 We refer here to Baschet’s study of “l’image en son lieu,” see Jérôme Baschet, 

L’iconographie médiévale (Paris, 2008), p. 93ff.
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relation to the noblest families of italy and spain. the cathedral suffered 
from neglect and its fabric began to deteriorate.

the first documents concerning the state of conservation of the 
monument date back to the last decades of the 14th century. two of  
gregory XVi’s bulls, of 1371 and 1376 respectively, inform us of the 
degraded condition of the cathedral and of the monastery. in the first, the 
pope deplored the sorry state of the monastic complex. in the absence of 
monks, and having fallen into the hand of usurpers, the abbey “was wasting 
away of old age and threatened to end up in ruins.” the pope then asked  
the bishop of Catania to repopulate Monreale with monks from other 
monasteries on the island.85 in the second bull, he added that various 
accidental disasters had affected the monastery buildings.86 in 1383, the 
bull of Pope Urban Vi assigned a part of the property of the archiepiscopal 
Mensa to the cathedral chapter, with a view to augmenting the number  
of monks, as well as pro reparatione et conservatione ejusdem Ecclesiae, 
and here he had in mind the repair of the church itself, the dormitory 
and the infirmary, but also the purchase of books and liturgical objects 
required for worship.87 at the beginning of the 15th century, the arago-
nese king Martin V granted a sum for restoration, in response to a request 
from the archbishop of Monreale, fra’ Paolo (1397–1418).88 this gesture 
was repeated under his successor, archbishop giovanni ii Ventimiglia. 
however, while documents are not lacking, it is hard to know what parts 
of the monastery were subject to restoration: works in the cloister—as 
lello attests—the ceiling of the nave or the roof of the church.89 Certain 
alterations are documented, such as the opening, in 1492, in the south 
apsidiole of an antisacristy and the blocking off in the north apsidiole 
of the access leading to the former palace of William ii.90 Between the 
15th and the 16th century, a concern to restore siculo-norman mosaics 
became commonplace and extended to the decoration of Palermo, Cefalù 
and Monreale. so far as the latter was concerned, it was from 1518 that 

85 aurelio antonio Belfiore, “fasi significative nella storia architettonica del duomo 
di Monreale,” in Il Duomo di Monreale. Architettura di luce e icona, p. 49, according to the  
Tabularium di s. Maria nuova, Biblioteca Centrale della regione siciliana, fondo Monreale.

86 Kitzinger p. 119; Maria andaloro, “i restauri antichi dal XV al XiX secolo,” in Maria 
andaloro and girolamo naselli flores, eds., I Mosaici di Monreale: restauri e scoperte 
(1965–1982), XIII catalogo di opere d’arte restaurate (Palermo, 1986), p. 73; Belfiore “fasi 
significative”, p. 49.

87 Belfiore “fasi significative,” p. 50.
88 lello, pp. 64–69.
89 Maria andaloro, “i restauri antichi,” p. 73.
90 Belfiore “fasi significative,” p. 50, after del giudice ii.
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we know about, and have documentation for the restoration of mosaics, 
undertaken by the mosaicist Pietro oddo, who embarked upon the first 
restoration projects.91

in parallel to such developments, the monumental complex of Monre-
ale very early aroused historical interest, once the Benedictines had begun 
to take particular care to preserve the privileges of the king and the bulls 
of the popes relating to the monastery and its church. archbishop arnault 
of rexac (1306–1324) collected together, and arranged for the transcrip-
tion of, the most important documents in a volume subsequently entitled 
Codex de Rexac, of which only two copies exist: one preserved at Mon-
reale, at the Biblioteca del seminario arcivescovile, the other is in the 
Vatican library.92 the cartulary of the monastery, along with numerous 
illuminated manuscripts, goes to make up what would subsequently be 
called the Tabularium of santa Maria nuova. Preserved by the Benedic-
tines of the monastery up until 1866, it was then transferred to the national 
library of Palermo and today the manuscripts are scattered across several 
libraries.93

Conclusion

Monreale is a veritable artistic phenomenon which ought to be regarded 
as the culmination and fulfilment of a creative process having its origins 
in the art of the period of roger ii. through its foundation, William ii had 
succeeded in combining church, monastery and royal palace, in outdo-
ing his grandfather’s project at Cefalù and in rivalling the art of the king-
dom’s capital. the political and religious complex of Monreale may fairly 
be compared, in Krönig’s opinion, with that of hagia sophia in Constanti-
nople, founded by the emperor Justinian in the 6th century: “Just as hagia 
sophia was the major church of the imperial state, Monreale was evidently 
intended to become the major church of the norman state of sicily, com-
bining some very specific qualities and assuming some precisely deter-
mined functions: those of royal foundation, of dynastic burial site linked 
to a royal palace, and of a monastery that was at the same time the seat 

91  gaetano Millunzi, Il mosaicista Mastro Pietro Oddo, ossia restauri e restauratori del 
Duomo di Monreale nel sec. XVI (Palermo, 1891).

92 giuseppe schirò, Le biblioteche di Monreale (Palermo, 1992), p. 29.
93 Carlo Pastena, ed., Catalogo dei manoscritti del “Fondo Monreale” della Biblioteca cen-

trale della Regione siciliana, già Biblioteca nazionale (Palermo, 1998).
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of a bishopric.”94 everything in the art of Monreale was designed to sur-
pass what had been done before. the richness of the means employed to 
create this foundation was reflected in the sheer range of artistic expres-
sion on display. Brenk in fact draws a parallel between William ii’s deci-
sion to summon artists from various different regions with that of abbot 
suger at saint-denis when he issued his call to artists of “divers nations.”95 
the varietas which characterizes both the sculptures in the cloister, the 
bronze doors and the mosaics, was an integral part of this foundation, as 
imposing as it was excessive, which tended to unify the different cultures 
and modes of expression in order to make manifest the mission and the 
role that the king intended to perform as much on the local scale as on  
the scale of Christendom. We are well able to understand the reaction of 
the historian of art Bernard Berenson when he travelled to sicily in 1953 
and visited the cathedral of Monreale. this great scholar of the italian  
renaissance was dismayed by this monument, which left him with a  
feeling of powerlessness. “the pleasure that i feel in this church,” Berenson 
wrote, “is all but ruined by the despairing conviction that i shall never suc-
ceed in appropriating either the edifice in its entirety or all its details.”96

94 Wolfgang Krönig, “la cathédrale ‘royale’ de Monreale,” in henri Bresc and geneviève 
Bresc-Bautier, eds., Palerme 1070–1492. Mosaïque de peuples, nation rebelle: la naissance vio-
lente de l’identité sicilienne, (Paris, 1993), pp. 81–88, here p. 86.

95 Beat Brenk, “Bronzi della sicilia normanna: le porte del duomo di Monreale,” in Le 
porte del Paradiso, p. 472. regarding abbot suger’s appeal, see also erwin Panofsky, Abbot 
Suger on the Abbey Church of St.-Denis and its Art Treasures (Princeton, 1979), pp. 72–75: 
Magistrorum multorum de diversis nationibus.

96 Bernard Berenson, Voyage en Sicile (Paris, 1956), p. 77.
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fig. 13.1. Plan of the monastery of Monreale, 1166–1189 (after del giudice)

1. Cathedral
2. Atrium
3. Cloister
4. Monastic buildings
5. Royal palace
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fig. 13.3. Barisano of trani’s bronze door, the northern flank of the cathedral, 
Monreale, 1166–1189 (photograph by Beat Brenk)
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fig. 13.5. View of the royal throne, and of the mosaic panel representing William ii 
crowned by Christ, Monreale cathedral, 1166–1189 (photograph by the author)



Linguistic cuLtures and textuaL production in paLermo, 
from the end of the 11th to the end of the 15th century

Benoît grévin

a profoundly Burdensome myth

the history of palermitan cultural production between the norman con-
quest (1071) and the expulsion of the Jews from sicily (1492) has still to be 
written. this fact may appear paradoxical but can be explained in terms 
of the persisting influence of a series of confusions which have thrown 
scholarly approaches to the question off balance.

the first misapprehension concerns the circumstances under which 
the royal palermitan court existed, and its duration as a centre of attrac-
tion and textual production. While it is indeed undeniable that the pal-
ermo of the norman kings, from the coronation of roger ii to the death 
of William ii (1130–1189) served as a major cultural centre where Latin, 
arabic and greek zones of textual production overlapped, thanks to the 
ideological programme adopted by the norman state, this role in fact 
diminished from the end of the 12th century onwards, as a consequence 
of the disturbances accompanying the installation of the hohenstaufen 
on the throne of sicily and the minority of frederick ii (c. 1190–c. 1210). 
the consolidation of swabian power, at the beginning of the 13th century,  
did not bring about a resurrection of the city’s function as a curial pole 
of attraction. for the emperor had in fact deserted palermo after his 
return from germany in 1220, at first for long periods (he stayed there for 
only five months between 1220 and 1233), then entirely after 1233.1 this 
abandonment would prove to be definitive. forsaken by conrad iV and 
manfred (save for his coronation),2 avoided by charles i of anjou,3 the 
city only partly recovered its role as royal residence, when the aragonese 

1 carlrichard Brühl, “L’itinerario italiano dell’imperatore: 1220–1250,” in pierre toubert  
and agostino paravicini Bagliani, eds., Federico II e le città italiane (palermo, 1994),  
pp. 34–47.

2 Die Chronik des Saba Malaspina, ed. Walter Koller and august nitschke (hanover, 
1999), 1, 8, pp. 117–18. 

3 he stayed there in the summer of 1270 while making preparations for the crusade of 
tunis. 
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dynasty was installed on the island in 1282. in the course of his very long 
reign (1296–1337), frederick iii never lingered in palermo, preferring cata-
nia or messina,4 and his successors in the second half of the 14th century 
regularly found their access barred by unrest and the de facto domination 
of the city by the chiaromonte.5 the installation of catalan power in 1397 
did not fundamentally change the situation on the threshold of the 15th 
century since Blanche of navarre swiftly established her court in catania. 
it was in any case too quickly succeeded by the establishment of the ara-
gonese Vice-regency of the trastámara, whose palermitan agents were not 
able to stand in for a court and thereby modify an enduring state of affairs: 
between 12126 and 1500 there had ceased to be a sustained, let alone a 
continuous curial activity in the city.

these facts, familiar enough to every specialist, have failed to quash 
the myth of the “palermitan court of frederick ii,” and of its putative pro-
longations or resurrections (under frederick iii, for example), thanks to 
a misunderstanding due not only to the carelessness of historians writing 
accounts based on purely second-hand knowledge, even if they must shoul-
der much of the blame. the confusion between the enduring influence of 
sicilian culture largo sensu and palermitan textual production may also 
be explained in terms of the city having continued across the centuries, 
in the eyes of the supporters of swabian, and then aragonese legitimacy, 
to sustain the symbolic function of capital of the kingdom (sedes, caput 
regni), in manifest contradiction with its real influence. palermo may have 
been the urban centre with the largest population (though suffering ter-
rible depopulation around 1220, and after the great plague of the mid-14th 
century) and the principal trading centre of the island, yet after 1212 it had 
lost most of the essential functions it had formerly possessed—a role then 
quite exceptional in the christian west—throughout the 12th century, and 
in relation to the kingdom as a whole.

the corollary of this confusion between symbolic importance and real 
influence has been a recurrent inability on the part of historians to grasp 
the articulation between the palermitan cultural milieu and the wider 

4 patrizia sardina, Palermo e i Chiaromonte splendore e tramonto di una signoria. Potere 
nobiliare, ceti dirigenti e società tra XIV e XV secolo, medioevo mediterraneo 1 (caltanis-
setta-rome, 2003), p. 13.

5 ibid., p. 22ff. 
6 one can date this decline of the palermitan court to as early as 1189, if one bears in 

mind that the circumstances accompanying the seizure of power by tancred, and then 
by the emperor henry Vi, the regency of constance and the minority of frederick ii were 
hardly conducive to the maintenance of a sophisticated curial culture.
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environment, and this on different scales (the island context, the kingdom 
of sicily lato sensu, the italian peninsula, the mediterranean basin) during 
the greater part of the late middle ages. it is simply anachronistic to sup-
pose that, because palermo was the official capital of sicily between 1200 
and 1500, it was therefore bound necessarily to be endowed with prestigious 
cultural functions epitomizing the various phases of sicilian culture. now 
this anachronism gives rise to a number of different misunderstandings. 
the palermo of the 13th or 14th century may well have remained the first 
city of sicily, and yet it no longer possessed the demographic weight or 
the institutional continuity which would have enabled it, with its sover-
eigns almost permanently absent, to establish itself as the principal matrix 
of the island’s textual cultures. after 1200 the city barely fulfilled the role 
of major centre of cultural attraction in the western third of the island, 
where moreover it did not nullify the importance of sites of cultural pro-
duction such as trapani. from the 13th to the 15th century, messina or 
catania, often favoured by the court, indeed, other cities of lesser impor-
tance, fulfilled a comparable cultural function, and sometimes a greater 
one on the sicilian scale, in accordance with the nomadism of the royal 
court, when such a thing existed, or with the prevailing balance of power 
on the island, when it was absent (for the greater part of the 15th century) 
or nullified by major political crises (the epoch of the Vicariates). the fact 
that the crystallization of a sicilian linguistic identity occurred in messina, 
a process perhaps already under way since the 13th century, and manifest 
in the 14th century,7 the founding of the university in catania in 1445, or 
again the professional emigration of humanists of palermitan origin from 
the island in the course of the 15th century, ought therefore not to be 
regarded as historical aberrations, the consequence of a machiavellianism 
on the part of the royal power or of a sort of curse that had deprived the 
city of an influence befitting its role as “capital.” these supposed short-
comings were in fact due to existing power relations and dynamics on the 
island and in the wider mediterranean. hence the need for historians to 
rethink the city’s cultural role after 1200, by placing its symbolic status in 

7 compare the part played by the messinians in the creation of the sicilian “volgare 
illustre” under frederick ii and manfred, and the central role of the city in the develop-
ment of the forms of literary sicilian at the beginning of the 14th century (on the messinian 
origin of the sicilian vulgarizers of the Historia di Eneas and likewise of the Dialogues of 
gregory the great, see francesco Bruni, “La cultura e la prosa volgare nel ‘300 e nel ‘400,” in 
Storia della Sicilia 4 (palermo, 1980), pp. 179–217, in particular pp. 202–210. the notion that 
noble sicilian followed the linguistic usage of messina rather than that of palermo would 
seem to be characteristic of the sicily of the years between 1220 and 1350.
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parentheses. allowing for its particular characteristics and its limitations, 
palermo was then but one of the protagonists in the domain of sicilian 
textual production, whereas during the “norman century,” after the trans-
fer of the comtal court from messina to palermo in 1112, she had become 
the centre in which the various linguistic resources of the kingdom were 
concentrated and gave rise to a series of textual productions unique at 
that time in the mediterranean context.

once due weight has been granted to this attempt at “demythologiza-
tion,” it becomes possible to read, through their discontinuities, the long-
term evolution of textual cultures of which only a partial reflection has 
been preserved, in the shape of the surviving documentation produced in 
the course of four centuries in the city and its immediate zone of influ-
ence (the conca d’oro, the great urban and peri-urban monasteries).  
Beyond the veritable breach occasioned by the transition between the 
norman and the swabian epochs and the resulting loss of palermo’s curial 
function, the political upheavals and the demographic decline (the years 
between 1190 and 1220), we can discern the lineaments of a fluid textual 
culture, the reflection of a polyglossia which was transformed over time 
without ever being wholly nullified, but also of a dialectic whereby the 
city, formerly a pole of attraction on a mediterranean scale, became a 
more modest centre redistributing regional competences in the direction 
of the mainland.

the functions of a capital, or the palermo of the  
norman Kings (1112–1194)

if the precise definition of the ideological programme of the norman 
sovereigns is still a matter for debate,8 the cultural history of norman 
palermo, a centre for textual production and for curial translation, has 
surely been accorded the most attention, despite lacunae due above all 

8 see Jeremy Johns, Arabic Administration in Norman Sicily. The Royal Dīwān (cam-
bridge, 2002); graham a. Loud and alex metcalfe, eds., The Society of Norman Italy, the 
medieval mediterranean 38 (Leiden-London-new york, 2002); alex metcalfe, Muslims and 
Christians in Norman Sicily: Arabic speakers and the end of Islam (London-new york, 2003); 
Karla mallette, The kingdom of Sicily 1100–1250: a literary history (philadelphia, 2005); ann-
liese nef, Conquérir et gouverner la Sicile islamique aux XIe et XIIe siècles, Bibliothèque des 
Écoles françaises d’athènes et de rome 346 (rome, 2011); giuseppe mandalà and marcello 
moscone, “tra latini, greci e arabici: ricerche su scrittura e cultura a palermo fra xii e 
xiii secolo,” in Segno e testo. International Journal on Manuscripts and Text Transmission 
7 (2009), 23–143.
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to the unevenness of the documentation. yet we are very far from having 
a clear vision of written production in the city and its environs during 
the period deemed to be the most brilliant in its long and varied history. 
the balance of the surviving testimonies is weighted heavily in favour  
of the court, whose textual productions, whether scientific (translations by 
henry aristippus9 or by the emir eugenius, the geography of al-idrīsī . . .),10 
administrative (the activities of the trilingual chancellery)11 or liturgical 
(epigraphy,12 notably the monumental epigraphy of the cathedral, of the 
abbey of monreale and of the other churches, and the fashioning of arte-
facts whose use and provenance are sometimes uncertain, such as the tri-
lingual arabo-graeco-Latin psalters, at least one of which is very probably 
of palermitan origin),13 have enjoyed better rates of survival. it is also pos-
sible to gain some idea of the activities of writing, copying or reading then 
favoured by certain prominent religious institutions (the cathedral, the 
abbeys of monreale and of santa maria dell’ammiraglio) whose libraries 
or archives have not wholly disappeared, or can be partly reconstructed 
by means of inventories.14

faced with this prestigious but disparate mass of texts, deriving from a 
curial activity or linked to the court and created by a predominantly “inter-
national” personnel (or, more precisely, a siculo-international one, that is 
to say, recruited both in the island, in other parts of the kingdom, and at 
various points in the mediterranean basin or in the Latin West), the tex-
tual productions of the city as such have been consigned to relative obscu-
rity. the extant witnesses point to the almost exclusive predominance  

  9 annliese nef, Conquérir et gouverner, pp. 223–24.
10 a useful synthesis of the reigns of roger ii and William i may be found in hubert 

houben, Roger II. von Sizilien. Herrescher zwischen Orient und Okzident (darmstadt, 1997), 
pp. 104–119.

11  Codex diplomaticus regni Siciliae, i/2, 1: Rogerii secundi regis diplomata latina, ed.  
carlrichard Brühl, (Köln, 1987) (for the reign of roger ii); Jeremy Johns, Arabic administra-
tion (production in arabic for the entire period).

12 see Janine sourdel-thomine, “Le style des inscriptions arabo-siciliennes à l’époque 
des rois normands,” in Études d’orientalisme dédiées à la mémoire de Lévi-Provençal (paris, 
1962), 1, pp. 307–315; annliese nef, Conquérir et gouverner, in particular pp. 157–63.

13 ms. London, British Library, harley 5786. for the debates regarding the origin of the 
arab and greek copyists of this manuscript, see houben, Roger II, p. 181 and note 95, 
and annliese nef, Conquérir et gouverner, pp. 212–17, where the precarious nature of the 
hypotheses concerning their origin is emphasized. 

14 see henri Bresc, Livre et société en Sicile (1299–1499), centro di studi filologici e lin-
guistici siciliani. supplementi al bollettino, 3 (palermo, 1971), pp. 17–21. see in particular 
the arabic inventory dating back to the 12th century held in the treasury of the palatine 
chapel, on which see annliese nef, Conquérir et gouverner, pp. 217–20.
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of a graeco-arabic urban notarial culture up until the end of the 12th 
century.15 arabic was of course used by the muslim population, but 
also by a sizeable Jewish minority, which had its own forms of writing  
(own Judaeo-arabic dialect) and, perhaps already by this date, its own dia-
lect. as for greek, it was employed in court and city alike as the language 
of culture by a composite christian milieu, no doubt effecting a synthesis 
between autochthonous (sicilian) elements which were originally greek-
speaking and had been more (Western sicily) or less (north-eastern sicily) 
profoundly arabized during the period of muslim domination, a person-
nel coming from the perennially greek-speaking mainland zones of the 
Kingdom of sicily (southern calabria, and the region of otranto),16 and 
finally an arabo-christian immigration issuing from a wide range of dif-
ferent backgrounds, but within which there might be discerned a syrian 
elite following the melkite rite and already characterized in the east by a 
graeco-arabic cultural and liturgical bilingualism17 (george of antioch). 
the reconstruction of palermitan 12th century linguistic identities on  
the basis of their textual reflections thus proves from the outset to be far 
more problematic than the cliché of the “sicily of three languages and 
three religions” would imply.18 indeed, we cannot settle for a gradual  
transition from an arabic to a Latin palermo, any more than we can 
accept the idea of a superimposition of three originally distant cultures. 
By contrast with the court, in which the prominence of romance speakers  
introduced from the start a dynamic of Latinization,19 and by contrast 
also with the residual muslim population using various registers of arabic,  
a part of the culture of the urban elites—the sector which clustered 
around the arabic-speaking christian minority, embracing pre-conquest 
christians and emigrants—would seem to have practised a graeco-arabic 

15 giuseppe mandalà and marcello moscone, “tra latini, greci e arabi.”
16 annick peters-custot, Les grecs de l’Italie méridionale post-byzantine (IXe–XIVe s.). Une 

acculturation en douceur, collection de l’École française de rome, 420 (rome, 2010).
17 henri Bresc, “arabi per lingua, greci per rito, i mozarabi di sicilia con e dopo giorgio,” 

in mario re and cristina rognoni, eds., Byzantino-Sicula V. Giorgio di Antiochia. L’arte della 
politica in Sicilia nel XII secolo tra Bisanzio e l’Islam. Atti del Convegno Internazionale (Pal-
ermo, 19–20 Aprile 2007), istituto siciliano di studi bizantini e neoellenici ‘Bruno Lavagnini,’ 
Quaderni 17 (palermo, 2009), pp. 263–82; giuseppe mandalà and marcello moscone, “tra 
latini, greci e arabi.”

18 a good synthesis addressing this problem at the level of the kingdom as a whole in 
the norman and swabian epoch may be found in Vera von falkenhausen, “una Babele di 
Lingue: a chi l’ultima parola ? plurilinguismo sacro e profano nel regno normanno-svevo,” 
Archivio storico per la Calabria e la Lucania 76 (2010), 13–35.

19 regarding productions in Latin and french at court see annliese nef, Conquérir et 
gouverner, pp. 192–98.
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bilingualism, whose logic, in its diglossic aspects, no doubt dated back 
in part to the muslim epoch. for these arabized palermitan christians, 
greek had taken on a formal function referring both to their religious 
affiliation and to their historical past.

the narratives of visitors, whether muslim (ibn Jubayr in 1184)20 or 
christian (pierre de Blois in 1166–1168),21 and those of sicilian chroniclers  
(hugo falcandus), help us to trace the transformation of a linguistic 
and cultural balance which suffered distortion with the passage of time. 
We thus pass from the palermo of the first decades of the conquest 
(1072–1112)—during which a minority of romance-speaking conquerors 
was no doubt superimposed upon a largely muslim and arabic-speaking 
population and upon a christian arab minority following the greek rite 
but whose mother tongue was arabic (or who were in transition towards 
arabic)—to the already thoroughly Latinized palermo of the reigns of 
William ii and tancred (1166–1194), by way of a dynamic transition cor-
responding to the part of the reign of roger ii, count and later King of 
sicily, in which the court mainly resided in palermo (1112–1154), and to 
that of his son William i (1154–1166). the relative intensity of textual pro-
duction during the years 1140–1190 may no doubt be explained in part 
by the existence of a precarious balance: only then, through a deliberate 
policy of arranging for the immigration of mediterranean elites who were 
thereby incorporated into the initial sicilian nucleus, was an “arabo-
christian” milieu constituted, knit together by the use of arabic, but suffi-
ciently competent in greek, and later in greek and in Latin, to fashion the 
most celebrated translations.22 the most accomplished representative of 
this milieu was certainly the emir eugenius (c. 1130–c. 1202), a member of  
a family of graeco-arabic culture from troina, who entered the service 
of the norman dynasty and was possessionated in the area of the church 
of san salvatore, and translator from both arabic (ptolemy’s Optics) and 
greek (prophecy of the sybil erythrea) in Latin.23

20 see Jeremy Johns, Arabic administration, pp. 212–96.
21  egbert türk, Pierre de Blois. Ambitions et remords sous les Plantagenêts (turnhout, 

2006), pp. 101–188. 
22 for more information on this milieu, see annliese nef, Conquérir et gouverner,  

pp. 225–29, who emphasizes how few known translators there were, and argues that, given 
the present state of scholarly knowledge of the primary sources, we are hardly justified in 
speaking of the norman kings’ “translation programme.”

23 Vera von falkenhausen, “eugenio da palermo,” in Dizionario biografico degli Italiani, 
43, 1993, pp. 502–505; annliese nef, Conquérir et gouverner, p. 225.
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Beyond the graeco-arabic diglossia which characterized a part of the 
population, the quadrigraphic inscription on the tombstone of anna, 
mother of the priest grisantus (1148), testifies to the fact that the exalta-
tion of a ceremonial multilingualism was not then peculiar to the court 
but was also to be found reflected in urban usages, with striking variations, 
however.24 the inscription was composed in Latin, greek and arabic, 
but also in Judaeo-arabic, which points to the existence of autonomous 
urban logics, integrating into their symbolization at least one facet of  
the four great linguistic and textual cultures of the various quarters of  
palermo, namely, Latin, the language of formal (and, in particular, written)  
communication of the continental romanic emigration, be it south or 
northern italian, or else of atlantic origin (the “anglo-norman” zone) 
employing for less solemn forms of communication its various romance 
idioms; the classical (written, liturgical), middle (pragmatic and scientific 
writings) and dialectal arabics of the muslims and of the arabic-speaking 
christians; the greek shared by the residual greek speakers of the italian 
south, and in the form of a liturgical and ceremonial language, by the  
arabized christians from the palermitan region, and/or those coming 
from the more eastern parts of sicily, indeed from the mediterranean 
basin; finally, the Judaeo-arabic of the Jewish communities who also used 
hebrew and aramaic in their guise as sacred languages.

at the court, the linguistic balance and its symbolizations were different  
again.25 hebrew did not seem to be accorded any particular place, whereas 
among the romanic idioms that might be used in palermo (italian  
dialects, either from the south or else from Lombardy, provençal, the 
langue d’oïl), norman french, still used in the latter half of the 12th century 
as the identitary language of the royal family and of the upper aristocracy  
(or of the upper clergy, of northern origin),26 was doubtless already the 
vector for the consumption of a courtly literature (romances, chansons  
de geste) which would not entirely disappear from the island until the 
15th century.27

24 Wolfgang Krönig, “der viersprachige grabstein von 1148 in palermo,” Zeitschrift für 
Kunstgeschichte 52 (1989), 550–558; annliese nef, Conquérir et gouverner, pp. 108–109.

25 see annliese nef, Conquérir et gouverner, pp. 73–118: ‘La sphère de la souveraineté: 
les langues du roi.’

26 hugo falcandus, Liber de regno Sicilie, cap. Lxxiii (the year 1167): Quibus ille [Henri-
cus] Francorum se linguam ignorare, quae maxime necessaria esset in Curia, nec eius esse, 
respondebat, industriae ut oneri tanto sufficeret . . . 

27 henri Bresc, Livre et société en Sicile, introduction, pp. 102–104.
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the symbiosis we discern between these urban and curial dynamics  
of mid-12th century palermo derives certainly from the power of the  
sovereigns to bring the ethnic, linguistic and cultural “frontier” represented 
by this urban population—which mixed arabic and greek speakers from 
before and after the conquest with a romanic-speaking immigration—
into communication with the activities of writing and literary consump-
tion centred on the palace and of interest to men of letters from england 
to syria. the concentration in palermo between 1130 and 1190 of men of 
letters from every background in fact obeys the logic of networks, which 
owes nothing to chance. the Latin cadres were natives of the mainland 
part of the Kingdom (with some shifts in the balance reflected in the com-
position of the chancellery towards the end of the period)28 but also and 
above all, they were, by virtue of the norman networks, natives of the 
plantagenet zone (pierre de Blois, in the retinue of Étienne du perche . . .). 
the muslim elites brought together notables who had remained in the 
island after the conquest and a network of Ṣiqilliyyūn scattered across the 
dār al-Islām, from morocco to egypt but still retaining some links with  
the island. We have already recalled the role of the arabic-speaking 
christian diasporas. finally, a greek orthodox network linked the court 
and the city to the Byzantine world, by way of the greek-speaking zones  
of the Kingdom of sicily. When the monarchy was at its height (1130–1170), 
the court was therefore able to play with this set of interfaces in order to 
guarantee the continuity of a textual production greatly benefiting this 
configuration favourable to translation. this production was in its turn 
likely to be projected towards the arabic, greek or Latin worlds, thereby 
maintaining the city’s attractiveness. the diffusion of the homiletic  
production of philagathos of cerami in manuscript form may serve to 
illustrate this dynamic: born in a locality close to enna, midway between  
palermo and messina, around 1080, educated in the calabria of the Basilean  
monasteries, his fame as a preacher took him by way of a sicilian circuit to 
palermo, where he preached several times in the cathedral and the cap-
pella palatina. furthermore, his homiliary, far from being restricted to a 
sicilian context, was then diffused in large numbers across those parts of 
the orient where there was greek culture.29

28 Benoît grévin, Rhétorique du pouvoir médiéval. Les Lettres de Pierre de la Vigne et la 
formation du langage politique européen (XIIIe–XVe siècle), Bibliothèque des Écoles fran-
çaises d’athènes et de rome, 334 (rome, 2008), pp. 270–77.

29 Luca amelotti, “filagato da cerami,” in Dizionario biografico degli Italiani, 47, 1997, 
pp. 564–65.
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yet there was no guarantee that this dynamic would prove to be peren-
nial. the anecdotal character of certain muslim encomiastic productions, 
written by men of letters who in fact spent most of their lives in the dār 
al-Islām,30 or the revulsion felt by distinguished Latin intellectuals who 
found it hard to adapt to the palermitan context, as did pierre de Blois, 
rapidly returning home after a stay turned out badly,31 shows how the cul-
tural attractiveness of the palermitan context had constantly to be cried 
up, given the political and geographical drawbacks. the latter meant that 
to a good many Latin or muslim men of letters, used to more “orthodox” 
zones of production, palermo was a disquieting purgatory.

operating behind the court in its role as a cultural interface, palermo 
in fact exhibited some functions fundamentally different from those of 
the major centres of textual production in the Latin world, excepting the 
“frontier” of toledo and the antiochian milieu.32 hence the importance 
of studying the activities and logics of textual production of the part of 
the urban population that was arabo-christian, or rather christian with a 
graeco-arabic culture (or Latino-arabic, if one takes into account a chris-
tian, arabic-speaking immigration originating in al-andalus, such as the 
indulci, or in north africa).33 it was doubtless this composite minority 
(sometimes called mozarabic, in imitation of a terminology elaborated 
for spain)34 which, between 1120 and 1190, guaranteed the cohesion of the 
palermitan literary milieu, at the cultural and linguistic intersection of the 
diverse components of the royal ideology.

30 annliese nef, “un poème d’ibn Qalāqis à la gloire de guillaume ii,” in Benoît grévin, 
annliese nef and emmanuelle tixier, eds., Chrétiens, juifs et musulmans dans la méditer-
ranée médiévale. Études en hommage à Henri Bresc (paris, 2008), pp. 34–43, and more 
recently annliese nef, Conquérir et gouverner, pp. 204–206.

31  see egbert türk, Pierre de Blois.
32 it is in any case more to the point to compare palermo with the antiochian milieu 

than with the castilian cultural “frontier” in the 12th century. it is in the antiochian milieu 
that we find a superimposition, or rather an imbrication, of arabic, greek and Latin tex-
tual cultures, and this fact ought to have some bearing upon the importance of the “antio-
chians” in the palermitan cultural milieu of the 12th century.

33 giuseppe mandalà and marcello moscone, “tra latini, greci e arabi.”
34 henri Bresc, “arabi per lingua, greci per rito.”
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Between swabians and angevins: provincialization, decline and 
renewal (1190–1282)

it was not by chance that the first written signs of the growing Latiniza-
tion of palermo occurred during the minority of frederick ii. With the 
first urban notarial documents composed in Latin (but retaining greek or 
arabic subscripts),35 at the very end of the 12th century, the indications of 
a shift, all the more significant for being accompanied by a major political 
and demographic crisis, began to multiply, though doubtless lagging a little  
behind the changes in the demographic balance and in spoken usage. 
the troubles which were then lacerating sicily finally led in palermo to 
the disappearance of the greater part of the muslim population, and to an 
economic decline exacerbated after 1212 by the court’s decision to desert 
the city. this desertion, just as much as the socio-political upheavals of 
the years 1190–1210, was doubtless a significant factor behind the decline  
in population, which seemed to reach a low water mark around 1220, 
before recovering in the latter part of the reign. the Latinization of the 
majority of the residual population was, however, neither complete nor 
straightforward.

on the one hand, an arabo-christian urban elite, which was highly 
Latinized, held its own in this new environment by clustering around cer-
tain families (such as the fallamonaca) who took on political responsibili-
ties in the service of the monarchy, though at the same time preserving 
their arabophony, at any rate during the reign of frederick ii (though 
also losing, it seems, the use of greek), indeed, beyond it.36 on the other 
hand, the immigration of a large Jewish community from the gharb 
(from morocco and West algeria), having settled in western sicily, and in  
palermo in particular, compensated in part for the absence of the muslim  
population, thereby ensuring the survival of a palermitan arabophony 
throughout the late middle ages.37 associated with the immigration  
to palermo and to the palermitan hinterland (corleone) of further Latin 
contingents, Lombard ones in particular, this series of shocks served  
to renew the linguistic and textual cultures of the city, though without 

35 giuseppe mandalà and marcello moscone, “tra latini, greci e arabi.”
36 Vera von falkenhausen, “una Babele,” pp. 26–27.
37 giuseppe mandalà, “La migration des juifs du Ġarb,” in Benoît grévin, ed., Maghreb-

Italie. Des passeurs médiévaux à l’orientalisme moderne, collection de l’École française de 
rome, 439 (rome, 2010), pp. 19–48.
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causing them to lose a number of characteristic features. at the end of the 
13th century arabic was still spoken and written there, although it was the 
Judaeo-arabic—or doubtless a number of different variants of it38—of 
a revitalized and culturally altered Jewish community, and not the ara-
bic (or variants of arabic) of the muslims who had gone or of the great 
arabo-christian families which had been Latinized between the death of 
frederick ii and that of manfred (1250–1266). romance was spoken and 
written there, in the classic form of a diglossia whereby palermitan sicil-
ian, whose defining characteristics were doubtless constituted only at 
that date, was still reserved for speech, and played scarcely any role as 
a writing medium (the islanders who played some part in the forging of 
frederick and manfred’s “volgare illustre” were almost all eastern sicilians,  
from messina in particular),39 whereas the Latin used in legal deeds 
lagged behind court usage, which had been reformed, in the shadow of 
the papal curia, on the mainland (the school of the ars dictaminis which 
flourished in campania).40 the use of greek, for its part, was fossilized, 
being reserved for unusual liturgical contexts, as is borne out by the ori-
gin of the greek-speaking men of letters at the court of frederick ii. they 
came henceforth from the salento,41 whereas the court’s Latin stylists 
were recruited after 1220 in the terra di Lavoro.42

the crucial fact requiring us to reinterpret the cultural activities of the 
period is in fact linked above all to the radical change in the dialectical 
relationship between palermo and the rest of the mediterranean world. 
following a complex period of transition, after the first third of the 13th 
century the court had deserted the city once and for all. palermo’s role 
as a centre attracting literary elites from various backgrounds in order 

38 it is likely that the Judaeo-arabic of the communities settled in palermo since before 
1071, structurally similar to the dialects of ifrīqiyya, differed quite markedly from the one 
used by the migrants of 1239, which originated in more western parts of the maghreb 
(gharb). 

39 giacomo da Lentini (province of syracuse); tomaso di sasso di messina (messina); 
guido delle colonne (messina); stefano protonotaro da messina; Jacopo mostacci (mes-
sina?); mazzeo di ricco da messina (messina). regarding the members of the sicilian 
poetic school originating in palermo or its hinterland, see infra, p. 426 and note 49.

40 on this reform and its consequences see Benoît grévin, Rhétorique du pouvoir 
médiéval.

41  michael B. Wellas, Griechisches aus dem Umkreis Kaiser Friedrichs II. (munich, 
1983).

42 fulvio delle donne, “La cultura e gli insegnamenti retorici nell’alta terra di Lavoro,” 
in id., ed., Suavis terra, inexpugnabile castrum. L’Alta Terra di Lavoro dal dominio svevo alla 
conquista angioina (arce, 2007), pp. 133–57.
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to fashion a synthetic culture was now taken by frederick ii’s itinerant 
Magna curia, which gravitated towards the north, moving gradually ever 
further away from sicily (at first between capua, melfi and foggia, and 
then, at the end of the reign, between foggia and the north of italy), 
becoming latinized in the process. Within the frederician empire, palermo 
certainly retained a residual role as a reservoir of diverse linguistic com-
petences. the scholar and mathematician John of palermo,43 archbishop 
Berard (whose arabophony, though plausible, poses problems, and who 
was very probably more often at the court than in palermo),44 and the 
secretus of western sicily, oberto fallamonaca, were thus employed by 
the emperor to go on embassies to the arab world, for example in cairo 
in 1227 or in tunis in 1240.45 But such diplomatic missions were set in 
train by orders issued, as the extant register of the sicilian chancellery  
of 1239–1240 testifies, in the nerve centre of the Kingdom, its itinerant 
court, though doubtless reaching the parties concerned in palermo and 
steering them towards their arabophone destinations.46 this residual con-
tinuity therefore did not have much to do with the activities of production 
of a royal court, which had moved elsewhere, at the same time renewing a 
large part of its personnel. indeed, it was not a “palermitan court” that had 
followed frederick ii on to the mainland after 1212, but a composite body 
in which the sicilians, and the palermitans in particular, played a more 
and more reduced part as time went on.47 it is still difficult to gauge the 
importance, perhaps by no means negligeable, of the strictly palermitan 
element within the arabophone component of swabian power, shared 

43 on John of palermo, his links with Leonardo fibonacci, his translations, and the 
identification of him with the magister Johannes de Panormo notarius et fidelis noster men-
tioned in the register of 1240, see Wolfgang stürner, Friedrich II. Der Kaiser (1220–1250) 
(darmstadt, 2000), pp. 387–88 and note 81, with the earlier bibliography.

44 giuseppe mandalà, “un ambasciatore di federico ii in visita alle piramidi: Berardo 
arvicescovo di palermo (a. 1227),” Aevum 85/2 (2011), 1–22.

45 ibid., together with gian Luca Borghese and Benoît grévin, “aspects linguistiques de 
la diplomatie sicilienne au xiiie siècle,” in stéphane péquignot and silvio de franceschi, 
eds., Les langues de la négociation, forthcoming in 2013. on the use of scientific exchanges 
in the diplomacy of frederick ii see giuseppe mandalà, “il prologo delle risposte alle 
questioni siciliane di ibn sab‘in come fonte storica. politica mediterranea e cultura arabo-
islamica nell’età di federico ii,” Schede medievali 45 (2007), 25–94.

46 Il registro della cancelleria di Federico II del 1239–1240, ed. cristina carbonetti- 
Venditelli, istituto storico italiano per il medioevo fonti per la storia dell’italia medievale, 
antiquitates, 19/1–2 (rome, 2002), 2, pp. 512–15. comment on this text may be found in 
gian Luca Borghese and Benoît grévin, “aspects linguistiques.”

47 hans martin schaller, “die Kanzlei Kaiser friedrichs ii. ihr personal und ihr sprach-
stil,” Archiv für Diplomatik 3 (1957), 207–86. 
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between a minority of curial personnel and the cadres from the garrison 
city of Lucera.48

our necessary scaling-down of the palermitans’ role in court culture in 
the epoch of frederick ii and manfred leads us to draw some drastic con-
clusions regarding the part played by the city in developing certain textual 
practices generally taken to be emblematic of sicilian influence in the 
13th century. it is thus possible to reduce the significance of a palermitan 
substrate as much in the development of the sicilian (in fact campanian) 
Latin culture of the 13th century, as in that of the sicilian “volgare illustre.” 
this supraregional synthesis was developed under the aegis of the court 
during a part of the “swabian age” (1230–1266) in which the sovereigns 
spent most of their time between campania, the north of puglia, tuscany 
and Lombardy, with the assistance of protagonists who were native to tus-
cany, campania or puglia as much as to sicily. Western sicilians scarcely 
featured in this history intimately linked to the role of inter-regional 
melting pot assumed by the frederician Magna Curia: the big battalions  
were supplied by eastern sicily (messina . . .) and the mainland.49  
Likewise, the greater part of the activities of Latin textual production 
or of translation from arabic and from greek into Latin attested at the 
court of frederick ii cannot, save for rare exceptions,50 be attributed to a  
palermitan personnel. the Latin notariat, of sicilian origin, still by no means 
a negligible part of the royal chancellery during the emperor’s minority,51 
was marginalized by capuans, and other campanians, after 1220, and the 
activity of those translators who adorned the court—michael scot or 

48 annliese nef, “La déportation des musulmans siciliens par frédéric ii: précédents, 
modalités, signification et portée de la mesure,” in claudia moatti, Wolfgang Kaiser and 
christophe pébarthe, eds., Le monde de l’itinérance en Méditerranée de l’antiquité à l’époque 
moderne (pessac, 2009), pp. 455–78; alex metcalfe, The Muslims, pp. 285–90.

49 the historiography has only gradually disentangled itself from the equation “sicilian 
school” = sicilian culture. see, for example how the debate has evolved, from the tradi-
tional presentation of margherita Beretta spampinato, “La scuola poetica siciliana,” in 
Storia della Sicilia 4 (palermo, 1980), pp. 387–425 to that of furio Brugnolo, “La scuola 
poetica siciliana,” in enrico malato, ed., Storia della letteratura italiana. 1. Dalle origini a 
Dante (rome, 1995), pp. 265–338. While it is necessary to take into account the uncertainty 
of the information we have respecting the actual authors of the poems, one might reckon 
that of the twenty-five extant names of producers from the sicilian school under frederick ii  
and manfred, only ruggero da palermo had a palermitan origin, and, among the poets 
considered to be important by the tradition itself or because of textual witnesses, cielo 
d’alcamo was probably originally from western sicily (furio Brugnolo, “La scuola poetica 
siciliana,” p. 268).

50 Like John of palermo, on whom see supra note 43. 
51  Benoît grévin, Rhétorique du pouvoir médiéval, pp. 270–74.
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theodore of antioch, for example—had very little or even nothing to do 
with the city. the antiochian or anglo-norman emigration which helped 
to enrich the palermitan “international” culture of the 12th century con-
tinued under frederick ii. it was perhaps still determined by the logics of 
the familial networks originally linked to palermo, especially in the case of 
antioch, but from now on the mainland was in the ascendant. in part the 
nostalgic preserver of traditions dating back to the norman epoch whose 
continuity was increasingly threatened and then sundered between the 
death of frederick ii and the Vespers, in part a new city whose popu-
lation, after the disasters of the years 1190–1210, had been reconstituted 
on romance- and arabic-speaking foundations different from those of 
the 12th century, the palermo governed by the lieutenants of charles i 
of anjou between 1266 and 1282, and then, after 1282, by the aragonese 
sovereigns, would no longer have much in common, so far as both textual 
production and cultural influence were concerned, with the dazzling capi-
tal of the norman Kings.

the new cultures of aragonese palermo (1282–1397)

the textual production of aragonese palermo should be viewed in the 
same light as that of the epoch of frederick ii, that is to say, no heed should 
be taken of the recurrent clichés to be found in the secondary literature. 
it is impossible to base a case upon the most prestigious aspects of the 
textual production associated with frederick iii, whether it concerns the 
theological effervescence of the radical mendicants (arnold of Villanova) 
or of a ramon Lull,52 or the production at his court of a lyric poetry and of 
occitan poetic arts,53 when seeking to characterize the different facets of 
palermitan culture at the beginning of the 14th century. the expectation 
was that one would use catalan (and the occitan traditionally associated 
with it as a poetic idiom in the 13th–14th century in the catalan-speaking 
zone) in palermo from 1282 onwards, an innovation linked to the fostering  
of ties with the crown of aragon.54 the career of Jofre de foixà, who com-
posed Regles de trobar for King James, and was abbot of san giovanni  

52 francesco Bruni, “La cultura e la prosa volgare,” pp. 187–212, in particular pp. 190–
202. ramon Lull, in 1313–1314, thus stayed only in messina. 

53 on occitan lyric poetry at the court of frederick iii, see ibid., pp. 187–90.
54 they doubtless in any case had some antecedents, linked to frederick ii’s first mar-

riage and to the dynastic ties with the aragonese dynasty under the swabians. 
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degli eremiti in 1293, provides ample confirmation of this point. But the 
royal itinerary around the island’s cities make it impossible to charac-
terize palermo as the centre in which this “catalano-sicilian” court cul-
ture was elaborated. if one bears in mind that the beginning of the 14th 
century also saw the development of a courtly sicilian (independent of 
the frederician “volgare illustre”) having its point of departure in the 
linguistic usage of messina,55 that the activity of producing arabic texts 
was restricted, in palermo as in the rest of the island, to the Jewish com-
munity, where it has however long been undervalued,56 and finally that 
sicily was then still deprived of a university, in an epoch when they were 
proliferating on the mainland, palermo seemed to be losing for good the 
function essential to a major centre of cultural production. the gradual 
achievement of mastery, in the shadow of messina, of the vulgar tongue 
in the field of economic and administrative texts, was first of all attained 
by the nobility, followed by the city authorities and then by the monarchy. 
administrative sicilian thus took hold in palermo in the second half of the 
century, yet without ever truly nullifying the pre-eminence of Latin.57 But 
its ascendancy, commonplace when viewed in the context of the medi-
terranean as a whole, does not go far towards tempering the impression 
one has that the city’s Latin cultures had fallen asleep, immersed in a 
provincial drowsiness which the production of the ecclesiastical milieux, 
at bottom quite banal (senisio),58 barely disturbed. admittedly, palermo 
was not wholly cut off from the major centres of renewal of the italian tex-
tual and literary cultures. the growing importance in the city of the pisan 
colony, in particular, facilitated the creation of pragmatic writings, asso-
ciated with mercantile and notarial practices, and calqued upon tuscan 
models. But this opening up can hardly be said to have led to a renewal 
of literary production. in the case of the christian majority of the popula-
tion, one would be hard pressed to find a glimmer of cultural originality, 
to judge by the inventories of books proliferating at that date.59

it is other elements which allow us to follow the development of spe-
cific practices reinventing in their own fashion a highly ideologized urban 

55 francesco Bruni, “La cultura e la prosa volgare,” pp. 207–208.
56 see giuseppe mandalà, “un codice arabo in caratteri ebraici dalla trapani degli 

abate (Vat. ebr. 358),” Sefarad, 71/1 (2011), 7–24.
57 henri Bresc, “La pratique linguistique des municipalités. sicile et provence, 1300–

1400,” MEFRM 117 (2005/2), pp. 645–57.
58 as regards the production at senisio, around the monastery of san martino delle 

scale, see francesco Bruni, “La cultura e la prosa volgare,” pp. 213–38.
59 henri Bresc, Livre et société.
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culture, centred upon a defence of insular sicilianism and involving the 
exaltation of the norman-swabian origins of the aragonese dynasty. 
aragonese palermo in fact imparted new life to the Latin cultural codes 
invented earlier on the mainland by the jurist-notaries at the court of 
frederick ii, in order to bend them to a somewhat paradoxical identitary 
logic. this memorialistic, political and urban culture exalting a ghibelline 
kingship in fact found expression in palermo, in the shadow not so much 
of an evanescent Kingship, as in that of the urban striving for autonomy 
of the universitas and of the growing feudal power of the chiaromonte. 
the protagonists of this culture were notaries and jurists from palermi-
tan families, who shared out their competences in the service of the city, 
the crown and the feudal powers, such as the carastono.60 the textual 
codes of this memorialistic and political culture were those of the ars 
dictaminis, a middle Latin rhetorical culture all but absent from norman 
sicily,61 adopted by those stylists at the court of frederick ii who had been 
influenced by papal models since the beginning of the 13th century, and 
whose legacy had been synthesized on the mainland, in the last third of 
the 13th century, in textual surveys assembling hundreds of political texts 
(summe dictaminis).62 the fact of their being reutilized in the sicily of the 
14th century is indicative of the ideological importance of some of them. 
this insular reutilization in fact obeyed a logic that differed in part from 
that prevailing in the rest of europe.

anthologies of dictamina, evoking the glorious days of the swabian 
dynasty, and in particular the controversial succession of manfred and 

60 see the precise evocation of this milieu of notaries-jurists, sometimes going back to 
the arabic-speaking elite of the norman epoch, and of its diplomatic, juridical, notarial 
and literary activities under frederick iii and peter ii in pietro colletta, Storia, cultura e 
propaganda nel regno di Sicilia nella prima metà del XIV secolo: la Cronica Sicilie (rome, 
2010), p. 32ff.

61  this dictamen culture, which circulated among ecclesiastics formed by the culture 
of the Loire region visiting sicily such as pierre de Blois, although it apparently did not 
find a noteworthy outlet in a court and city whose chancellery and notariat were still not 
very Latinized, came into its own during the minority of frederick ii, as is attested by the 
exchanges between palermo, campania and the papal curia contained in the ms. paris, 
Bnf 11867, recently published as Die kampanische Briefsammlung, ed. susanne tusczek, 
monumenta germaniae historica, Briefe des späteren mittelalters, 2, (hanover, 2010). 
But the handful of aulic productions in this language addressed to the young frederick ii 
shortly after his marriage (1210–1211) came too late to be inserted into a strictly palermitan 
tradition, since 1212 saw the start of the abandonment of palermo by the sovereign, and 
the beginning of his german adventure. 

62 Benoît grévin, Rhétorique du pouvoir médiéval; fulvio delle donne, “La cultura e gli 
insegnamenti retorici.”
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corradin after the death of frederick ii—crucial points in the elabora-
tion of an anti-angevin ideology—were subject to a work of reelabora-
tion in 14th century palermo. the mode of construction, and the content, 
of the chronicle of the anonymous palermitan (Cronica Sicilie, composed 
at intervals between 1337 and 1348),63 itself clearly palermitan in orienta-
tion, depended in part on the exploitation of documents selected at the 
beginning of the 14th century from collections adopting a pro-swabian 
line, and followed a precise ideological programme.64 the manuscript  
palermo, Biblioteca della società siciliana per la storia patria i. B. 25  
(codice fitalia), likewise preserves a series of still in part unpublished 
political and literary dictamina, the political purpose of which is much 
debated.65 this corpus of rare texts, often unknown on the mainland, 
assumed great ideological significance in the sicilian context, as for 
example in the case of the famous Manifesto of Manfred to the Romans 
contained in the fitalia codex.66

now these diverse sources are linked both by stylistic criteria and by 
the history of their transmission. the manuscript of the prince of fitalia 
and the chronicle of the anonymous palermitan thus share a part of their 
documentation.67 this textual corpus comprising both the annalistic and 
the epistolary allows us to delineate a Latin culture which was charac-
terized both by its relative originality and by its instrumental function 
in the construction of an urban cultural identity. on the one hand the  
frederician and post-frederician dictamina exploited by this textual  
culture were rarely the same as those employed at the same time by the 
other great western monarchies.68 on the other hand, they nurtured a 
historiographic production exalting the origins and role of the city, a fact 

63 giacomo ferraù, “La storiografia del ‘300 e ‘400,” Storia della Sicilia, 4 (palermo, 1980), 
pp. 660–61 and notes, p. 674. see for a more recent account of the Cronica pietro colletta, 
Storia, cultura e propaganda, together with the earlier bibliography.

64 hans martin schaller, Handschriftenverzeichnis zur Briefsammlung des Petrus de 
Vinea (hanover, 2002), n° 151, pp. 225–30 (with bibliography).

65 claudia Villa, “raccolte documentarie e ambizioni storiografiche: il ‘progetto’ del 
manoscritto fitalia,” in mauro de nichilo and grazia distaso-antonio Jurilli, eds., Confini 
dell’Umanesimo letterario: studi in onore di Francesco Tateo (rome, 2003), 3: 1417–1427.

66 arsenio frugoni, Scritti su Manfredi, istituto storico italiano per il medio evo. nuovi 
studi storici, 72 (rome, 2006), pp. 45–81.

67 twelve texts contained in the ms. fitalia may also be found in the anonymous 
chronicle. given the relative rarity of certain of these documents, there is a strong  
probability that the two persons who conceived these two different sets of texts extracted 
material from the same palermitan collection. regarding their links see pietro colletta, 
Storia, cultura e propaganda, pp. 102–114.

68 Benoît grévin, Rhétorique du pouvoir médiéval, pp. 539–873.
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which serves to show just how profoundly the representation of palermo 
and its history had been reorganized since the end of the 13th century. 
this written culture, whose form and themes rendered perennial the 
fashions of the swabian epoch, even at the height of the 14th century, in 
fact served to exalt an anti-angevin sicilian identity, thanks to a veritable 
mythologization. thus in the Cronica the normans are cast far back into a 
fabled past, whereas frederick ii features as a tutelary figure, of more than 
semi-legendary status. the focus is upon the reigns of conrad iV and man-
fred, and upon the angevin usurpation (1250–1282), the ideological foun-
dation for aragonese claims upon the island. it is therefore altogether as if 
the replacement of the arab and graeco-arab populations of 12th century 
palermo by new strata in the course of the 13th century had favoured the 
creation at further expense of an urban collective memoria, crystallized by 
the Vespers and its aftermath. it is fascinating to see how these elements 
were reused in the Cronica Sicilie,69 just when this pro-aragonese ideology 
seemed to be in contradiction with the concrete attitude of the forces 
which ended up gaining control of the city by keeping the royal power in 
check.70 this ideological construction in fact asserted itself in the guise 
of a more and more theoretical dependence upon kingship.71 palermo, 
the symbolic capital of the Kingdom, asserted its own royal symbolism 
by proposing a subtle balance between its aspirations towards a measure 
of independence and the reference to aragon. But this construction was 
done in such a fashion that it betrayed the degree to which the lack of a 
university, and the endemic breach with the continental part of the sicilian  
Kingdom, had cut palermo off from many of the paths leading to the 
“modernities” of the 14th century, whether those of parisian nominalist  
scholasticism or those of italian pre-humanism and humanism. the  
palermo of the mid-14th century cultivated an institutional Latin that was 
heir to the 13th century, and the city seemed in some sense to be out of 
step with the mainland in its use of it, whereas the resistible rise of its 

69 it did itself subsequently stand at the origin of a complex tradition, being later trans-
lated into catalan, and then inspiring the chronicle De acquisicione insule Sicilie and its 
sicilian volgarizzamento. see on this subject pietro colletta, “La cronaca De acquisicione 
insule Sicilie e il suo volgarizzamento. appunti di ricerca,” in Bollettino del centro di studi 
filologici e linguistici siciliani 21 (2007), 215–42.

70 patrizia sardina, Palermo e i Chiaromonte.
71  the study by pietro colletta, Storia, cultura e propaganda, serves to illustrate this 

phenomenon. the author of the Cronica Sicilie would seem to have passed, in the course 
of drafting a work over many years (1338–1348), from a classically pro-royal stance to an 
ever firmer endorsement of the role played by the chiaromonte.
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vulgar tongues foreshadowed a stiff resistance on the part of the juridi-
cal and administrative Latin languages to processes of reorganization of 
chancellery writing already under way in the peninsular italy of the latter 
half of the 14th century.

the symbioses of the Quattrocento (1397–1492)

indeed, the originality of 15th century palermo would not lie in a humanist  
textual consumption or production, once the catalan caesura had been 
surmounted and the aragonese viceroyalty installed. henri Bresc, in his 
study of the circulation of books in sicily from the 13th to the 15th cen-
tury, has certainly succeeded in bringing out the occasional limited pres-
ence of libraries, the composition of which reveals the permeability of 
a fraction of the urban elites to humanist fashions,72 whereas the read-
ing of other notables tends rather to reflect a nobiliary culture, oriented 
towards the consumption of a chivalric literature.73 associated with the 
circulation of religious or juridical works more commonly found in the 
possession of the island’s urban elites, these two components—Latin  
and humanist, or vulgar (written in sicilian, french, catalan or castilian)  
and nobiliary—of urban written culture tally with the average tastes 
shared by the elites of the West mediterranean arc (crown of aragon, 
provence, italy . . .) into which sicily was then integrated. if palermo lacked 
a university, the aragonese authorities having in the end chosen catania 
to be the seat of a long-delayed foundation,74 it was not short of schools 
and of teachers of Latin (giovanni nasone, fl. 1470), indeed of greek (gia-
como mirabella), capable of training their pupils according to the new 
standards prevailing on the mainland.75 But they were not necessarily of 
palermitan origin, nor destined to teach for very long in palermo (antonio 
cassarino, the brilliant teacher of pietro ranzano, a native of noto, taught 
in palermo in 1431–1433 before leaving the island for constantinople,  
Venice and genoa).76 the city was therefore not radically different from a 

72 henri Bresc, Livre et société, pp. 95–102, commenting in particular on the inventory 
of the jurist Leonardo Bartholomeo (who died during the revolt of 1450), see inventory  
n° 106a, pp. 185–191. 

73 ibid., pp. 102–104.
74 ibid., p. 99.
75 marco Vattasso, Antonio Flaminio e le principali poesie dell’autografo vaticano 2870, 

studi e testi 1 (Vatican, 1900), pp. 10–11.
76 see gianvito resta, “antonio cassarino,” in Dizionario biografico degli Italiani, 21, 

1978, pp. 442–46.
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certain number of urban centres on the italian peninsula which supplied 
the most brilliant courts with their contingents of humanists. But though 
pietro ranzano, antonio Beccadelli (il panormita) or antonio flamino 
(Biaxander) are often paraded as symbols of this “palermitan humanism,” 
they in fact spent much of their lives on the mainland, obeying a logic of 
expatriation which underscores the absence of a curial milieu capable of 
promoting the activities of humanist patronage in the palermo of the 15th 
century. this observation admittedly does not rule out variations in the 
behaviour of these humanists towards their city of origin. il panormita, 
whose literary career was essentially played out on the mainland, later, 
thanks to the munificence of alfonso x, accumulated offices and property 
in palermo, but it was at naples, in the second half of his career, that his 
literary contribution was chiefly made.77 pietro ranzano, who maintained 
links with palermo for the greater part of his life, but also spent most 
of his time on the mainland, incorporated into his oeuvre a glorification  
of palermitan history, thus perpetuating a 14th century tradition and 
according a place, not without misunderstandings on his part, to the poly-
glot dimension of the city’s different cultures.78

perhaps of more significance in any assessment of the palermitan cul-
ture of the fifteenth century is the last avatar through which the culture of 
the dictamen then passed, welcomed only at the prompting of the “conti-
nentalized” sicilian court in the 13th century, and developed along its own 
lines in 14th century palermo. in the 15th century, the vice-royal chancel-
lery of palermo, though still communicating sporadically in the iberian 
languages (catalan, castilian),79 developed in effect an administrative lan-
guage which implemented in so elaborate a fashion a symbiosis between 
an aulic sicilian calqued upon tuscan and Latin that the outcome may be 
described as a hybrid language.80 this aulic sicilian in fact functioned by 

77 ornella francisci osti and silvia meloni, “Beccadelli, antonio, detto il panormita,” in 
Dizionario biografico degli Italiani, 7, 1965, pp. 406–413.

78 henri Bresc, Arabes de langue, juifs de religion. L’évolution du judaïsme sicilien dans 
l’environnement latin XIIe–XVe siècles (paris, 2001), p. 67. on pietro ranzano (1426/7–1492–
1493), his sicilian education, his activities in sicily and on the italian peninsula, see Bruno 
figliuolo, “L’umanista e teologo palermitano pietro ranzano (1426/27–1492/93),” in id., 
La cultura a Napoli nel secondo Quattrocento. Ritratti di Protagonisti, (udine, 1997), pp. 
87–276, and finally pietro ranzano, Descriptio totius Italiae (Annales, XIV–XV), ed. adele di 
Lorenzo, Bruno figliuolo and paolo pontari, edizione nazionale dei testi della storiografia 
umanistica, 3 (florence, 2007), introducion, pp. 3–56.

79 Bresc, “La pratique linguistique,” pp. 653–654.
80 ibid., p. 656 and Benoît grévin, “L’alternance latin-sicilien dans les actes siciliens du 

xVe siècle,” Cahiers Électroniques d’Histoire du LAMOP 2 (2009), 1–27.
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employing a principle of code switching: in the viceroyal deeds, the pas-
sages written in a vulgar tongue structurally close to tuscan, but featuring 
some markers identifying it as sicilian, alternated with passages written 
in an administrative Latin bequeathed by the dictamen, so as to form a 
composite whole whose functionality was in part symbolic. this mixed 
language, last avatar of the cultures of the dictamen in the three-pointed 
island, recovered to its own advantage, by sicilianizing them, the charis-
matic qualities of chancellery Latin. its regional imprint contrasts, in an 
identitary guise, with the—in part analogous—forms developed in the 
continental chancelleries (chancellery neapolitan etc.). Linguistic studies 
of 15th century chancellery italians have as yet been conducted in too 
piecemeal a fashion for it to be possible to assess how far this chancellery 
“Latino-sicilian” differs in the degree of integration achieved between its 
two, functionally interchangeable registers from its continental counter-
parts. Whatever its intrinsic originality may have been, it was through the 
provisional consolidation of this chancellery language that the palermi-
tan dimension of sicilian romanic cultures of the 15th century was most 
clearly asserted.

But if the palermo of 1450 was incontestably a city in which romanic 
influences were predominant, other aspects need also to be taken into 
account. indeed, we still have to describe the integration into the diverse 
currents of the Quattrocento of the most original component of these  
palermitan linguistic and textual cultures of the waning middle ages, 
namely, the use of arabic, or rather of Judaeo-arabic, as cultivated by the 
island’s Jewish elites. here too current research—though tending to reas-
sess the persistence of a written and oral use of a Judaeo-arabic with a more 
and more Latinized vocabulary, and yet still very much alive,81 particularly 
in the communities on the western point of the island (trapani, sciacca, 
caltabellotta, palermo)—does not yet allow us to obtain an overall vision 
of the practices of copying, writing and reading arabic in 15th century 
palermo. the presence, or the settlement through immigration to palermo 
of Jewish men of letters originally from spain or from africa (arabic- 
speaking/romance-speaking), capable of moving within two diglossic sys-
tems (Latin/romance; middle Judaeo-arabic-arabic/hebrew-aramaic) is 
nevertheless very well documented. there are even indications that at 
the beginning of the 15th century the palermitan communities could have 
been a centre for particularly original textual productions in the context 

81 Bresc, Arabes de langue, juifs de religion, pp. 40–51.
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of West mediterranean Judaism, for example the copy of the Koran writ-
ten in hebrew characters Vat.ebr.357, perhaps done in palermo around 
1406.82 But aside from such testimonies to their vitality, the cultural his-
tory of the palermitan Jewish communities of the 15th century imitates, 
though with its own particular features, the dynamic of the dominant 
Latin community, and its peripheral nature. if the more prominent arabo-
phony of palermo differentiates it from messina, which was predomi-
nantly graeco-Latin, or from catania, it was nevertheless the case that 
the sicilian Jewish men of letters capable of acquiring and transmitting a 
written arabic culture at a high level, scientific (medical or astronomical 
treatises), religious or, indeed, pragmatic (deciphering of documents from 
the norman chancellery, political interpretation), were not concentrated 
in palermo. the city, once again, appeared to be more akin to a sort of 
sieve, or place of assembly of competences scattered across the urban cen-
tres of the island, and for which it served as a staging-post. the trajectory 
of the Belladeb/ibn al-ahdab family, which had immigrated from spain  
at the end of the 14th century, and settled in palermo, although after a  
long and productive stay in the syracusan community,83 is in this regard 
just as instructive as that of the christian convert guglielmo raimondo 
moncada (circa 1445–1489?). the latter, a native of caltabellotta, probably 
educated at sciacca—two important centres of sicilian Judaism, sixty or 
so kilometres south of palermo—lost no time after his conversion (circa 
1465) in exploiting his linguistic competences in arabic, hebrew and  
aramaic in the service of his lay and ecclesiastical protectors (the sicilian 
viceroyal authorities, the King of aragon, cardinal cybo, the future inno-
cent Viii . . .).84 at one point this strategy seemed about to involve palermo, 
thanks to the backing of the aragonese. in the 1470s the viceroyal authori-
ties thus sponsored a plan to create, specifically for moncada, a studium  
reserved for the teaching of semitic languages, at first intended for  

82 angelo michele piemontese, “il corano latino di ficino e i corani arabi di pico e 
moncathes,” in Rinascimento 36 (1996), 254–273; Benoît grévin, “Le coran de mithridate 
(Vat. ebr. 357) à la croisée des savoirs arabes dans l’italie du xVe siècle,” Al-Qanṭara 31 
(2010), 513–548.

83 Benoît grévin and giuseppe mandalà, “Le rôle des communautés juives siciliennes 
dans la transmission des savoirs arabes en italie,” in albrecht fuss and Bernard heyberger, 
eds., La frontière méditerranéenne du XVe au XVIIe siècle, échanges, circulations et affronte-
ments. Actes du colloque de Tours, 17–20 juin 2009, in press.

84 on the career of moncada, see mauro perani, ed., Guglielmo Raimondo Moncada 
alias Flavio Mitridate. Un ebreo converso siciliano. Atti del Convegno Internazionale Caltabel-
lotta (Agrigento) 23–24 ottobre 2004 (palermo 2008), with bibliography.
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agrigento and then for palermo itself.85 however, these projects fell 
through, and once the hybrid intellectual, who combined the competences 
and the habituses of a sicilian Jewish man of letters and of a Latin court 
humanist, had acquired enough of an aura, he emigrated to the mainland 
in order to cash in his knowledge there (1478–1489).86

in the complex game in which the great italian centres sought to play 
their trumps in the marketplace of humanism, between 1450 and 1500 
palermo, when all is said and done, could only muster low value cards. 
admittedly the city could bet on the persisting arabophony of a part of 
its population, and something of an analogy may perhaps be drawn here 
with messina, which then liked to present itself, on account of its greek 
heritage, as a new athens. along with the relative influence won for it 
by the presence of the viceroyal chancellery and by its status as the first 
city on the island, this residual arabophony enabled palermo to exercise 
a certain attraction, by drawing in Jewish men of letters originating in 
various parts of the island, and by then reexporting these original forms 
of knowledge, together with other more banal ones, to the wider italian 
context. this persisting originality sounded like a faint echo of the role 
performed by the city in an infinitely more brilliant fashion in the 12th 
century mediterranean. Little or nothing of this brilliance survived, how-
ever, the rupture effected by the expulsion of the Jews at the end of the 
15th century, in 1492.

85 raffaelle starrabba, “guglielmo raimondo moncada ebreo convertito siciliano del 
secolo xV,” Archivio storico siciliano, n. s. 3 (1878), 68–73, n° 16, 1477 (act modifying the 
arrangements introduced in 1476 in favour of agrigento, to the advantage of palermo).

86 Benoît grévin, “Le coran de mithridate.”



The Jews of Palermo from laTe anTiquiTy To The exPulsion 
(598–1492-93)*

Giuseppe mandalà

The history of the Jews in Palermo has yet to be written. Theirs was a 
discreet but continuous presence that, despite the light shone or shadows 
cast by contingent events, furnished a backdrop throughout the middle 
ages, telling of a community deeply rooted in the urban fabric and social 
structure of the island’s capital. Though a community that was always in a 
minority in relation to the political and religious bodies which organized 
the territory, it was at the centre of the mediterranean networks and there-
fore constantly evolving. The Jews of Palermo, like the island as a whole, 
tended to find themselves, depending upon the epoch or the context in 
question, on the frontier between two worlds, islamic and Christian; there 
arose as a consequence a diachronic dialogue with the arab-islamic world, 
sustained by a cultural inheritance which differentiates the sicilian Jews 
from the other communities present in the peninsula.

The few vestiges of the Jewish artistic or monumental patrimony to 
have survived within the present-day urban fabric have been very little 
or not at all investigated. indeed, aside from a few historical sources of 
a narrative kind, the presence of the Jews in Palermo can today best be 
apprehended and reconstructed through two quite exceptional documen-
tary clusters, namely, the papers deriving from the Cairo Geniza (end of 
the 10th-first half of the 13th century) and the documents preserved in the 
sicilian archives (end of the 13th-first half of the 16th century).1

abbreviations
AE = henri Bresc, Arabi per lingua, Ebrei per religione. L’evoluzione dell’ebraismo siciliano 

in ambiente latino dal XII al XV secolo (messina, 2001).
JS = shlomo simonsohn, The Jews in Sicily, i–xViii (leiden-new york-Köln, 1997–2010).
RF = Il registro della cancelleria di Federico II del 1239–1240, ed. Cristina Carbonetti Vendit-

telli (roma, 2002), Fonti per la Storia dell’Italia Medievale, Antiquitates, 19.
SC = shlomo simonsohn, Between Scylla and Charybdis. The Jews in Sicily (leiden-Boston, 

2011).
* The research for this essay has been carried out within the project “islam and reli-

gious dissidence in early modern spain: between reformation and Counter-reformation 
europe” (ff12010–17745) directed by mercedes García-arenal.

1 for the Geniza texts see: menahem Ben sasson, The Jews of Sicily (825–1068) (Jerusa-
lem, 1991); moshe Gil, shlomo simonsohn, “more on the history of the Jews in sicily in the 
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we are concerned here with a large quantity of materials which provide 
a perspective that is partial and in the main filtered by a milieu external 
to the Palermitan community, but which, in the absence of any internal 
documentation, casts an extraordinarily intense light upon aspects of 
Palermitan Jewish life about which we would otherwise be entirely igno-
rant. far from intending to exhaust the argument in the space of these 
pages, i shall limit myself to providing a portrait serving to establish a 
few key points and to stimulate more extensive treatments of the same 
questions.

from late antiquity to the islamic Period (598–1072)

From the Late Antiquity to the 10th Century

The principal evidence we have for a Jewish presence on the island in 
the first thousand years of the Christian era is provided by epigraphs 
and archaeological testimonies, concentrated above all in eastern sicily, 
to which one could add a handful of scattered references in the literary 
sources. The first information relating to the Jews in Palermo reaches us 
by way of the correspondence of Gregory the Great; in the year 598 the 
Pope, whose mother was Palermitan, intervened on behalf of the local 
Jewish community when it was subject to abuses at the hands of Victor, 
bishop of Palermo.2

in the year 831 Palermo was conquered by the muslim armies; from this 
date the city became a part of the dār al-Islām.3 The muslim conquest of 
the island went on for several decades, being completed midway through 
the 10th century. from the political and administrative point of view the 
island was now a province (wilāya) of the aghlabid emirate of ifrīqiya; 
after 909 sicily came under the sway of the fatimid caliphate, established 
first in ifrīqiya, and then, from 973, in egypt; from the second half of the 
10th century, the Kalbid emirs of Palermo, the local rulers answerable to 
the fatimid caliphs, became a hereditary dynasty which tended to acquire 

norman Period”, in Daniel Carpi Jubilee Volume. A Collection of Studies in the History of the 
Jewish People presented to Daniel Carpi upon his 70th Birthday by his colleagues and students 
(Tel aviv, 1996), pp. 23–57; for an english translation, and for the documents preserved in 
the sicilian archives, see JS. for the documentary sources relating to Jews who converted 
and neophytes after the expulsion see nadia Zeldes, The Former Jews of this Kingdom. Sicil-
ian Converts after the Expulsion (1492–1516) (leiden, 2003). 

2 JS, 1: 19, 20.
3 see the article by annliese nef, “islamic Palermo” in the present volume.
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a steadily increasing degree of independence from the north african  
powers. The Kalbids ruled until c. 1040, when the political unity of the 
island fragmented, and Palermo’s centrality was challenged; the island as 
a whole was claimed by local leaders vying each for the upper hand, a 
situation of crisis and anarchy exacerbated by the Byzantine intervention 
(1038–1043) and by the imminent arrival of the normans (1061).4 During  
the islamic period Palermo, the ancient Panormos, was called Balarm in 
arabic and Palorm or Palerm(u) in hebrew; the city was also called madīnat 
Ṣiqilliyya, the city of sicily, a name then abbreviated to al-madīna/the City 
or Ṣiqilliyya/sicily; someone who was a resident or who originated there 
was therefore termed al-madīnī or al-ṣiqillī.

in the islamic period the Jews of sicily were organised into communi-
ties, following the rabbanite observance and under the aegis of the acad-
emy of Palestine; the communities enjoyed a measure of autonomy in 
internal religious and legal questions, and were administered by authori-
ties which represented them before the islamic governmental and admin-
istrative structures. as in the dār al-Islām as a whole, so too in sicily 
the religious minorities were subject to ḏimma status; this amounted to  
protection accorded to Jews and Christians, in return for political submis-
sion, the payment of specific taxes ( jizya and kharāj) and, from time to 
time, the observance of particular obligations, amongst them the wearing 
of a badge.5

The documentation of the Jewish presence in Palermo during the 9th 
and 10th centuries is decidedly thin; the city was a stronghold of the 
mediterranean jihād and as a consequence became a centre for the col-
lecting and trade in prisoners and slaves. Thus, a letter from the monk 
Theodosius (878–879) refers to the presence of Jews in the Palermitan 
emiral prisons, and it was likewise to Palermo that some relatives of shab-
betay Donnolo were transferred, having escaped from a fatimid raid on 
oria (925).6 news of the forcible conversion of Jews having taken place 
in 873/74 ought perhaps to be ascribed to the early part of the rule of the 

4 on the history of muslim sicily the standard work of reference is michele amari, 
Storia dei Musulmani di Sicilia, 2nd edition, ed. Carlo alfonso nallino (Catania, 1933–1939); 
regarding the light shed on the Jews of sicily by the documents from the Geniza see moshe 
Gil, “sicily 827–1072, in light of the Geniza documents and parallel sources,” in Gli ebrei di 
Sicilia sino all’espulsione del 1492. Atti del V convegno internazionale Italia Judaica (Palermo 
1992) (rome, 1995), pp. 96–171.

5 mark r. Cohen, Under Crescent and Cross. The Jews in the Middle Ages (Princeton, 
1994), pp. 52–74.

6 JS, 1: 24, 25.
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aghlabid emir ibrāhīm ii;7 likewise in Palermo, in 888, it was once again 
ibrāhīm ii who imposed a badge on persons and immovable property, 
namely, a monkey for Jews and a pig for Christians.8

in the second half of the 10th century the Palermitan Jewish commu-
nity seems already to be an integral part of the fatimid world and of its 
administration; as is suggested by the title of “defender of the communi-
ties of the people of God who lived in egypt and the land of israel, in 
Palermo and in ifrīqiya and in the whole territory of ishmael” attributed 
to Palṭiʾel b. shefaṭya, a metahistorical figure purportedly employed in the 
service of the fatimid caliphs who embodied the ideal type of the Jew 
who had risen to the highest ranks of the administration.9

Palermo and Sicily in the Documents from the Cairo Geniza

Between the end of the 10th century and the first seventy years of the 
11th century Palermo and its Jewish community were indubitably at the 
centre of the economic and commercial triangle between egypt, ifrīqiya 
and sicily documented by the letters of the Geniza. we are concerned in 
the main with a mercantile correspondence, written by Jews who were 
sicilian or who were in transit; there is no shortage, however, of another 
type of document, such as judicial depositions, legal opinions and official 
letters addressed by the community of Palermo to other communities in 
the fatimid empire.10

The documents from the Geniza involving islamic sicily are 129 all told, 
and are concentrated in the second half of the 11th century (93 documents), 
an epistolary acceleration due to the climate of instability introduced by 
the Kalbid dynasty and by the political crisis which overwhelmed ifrīqiya 
during the 11th century.11 such a corpus represents a significant sample, but 

  7 JS, 1: 23.
  8 JS, 1: 24a; amari, Storia, 1: p. 614; 2: p. 75.
  9 The Chronicle of Aḥimaʿaṣ, with a collection of poems from Byzantine Southern Italy, ed. 

and annot. Benjamin Klar (Jerusalem, 1944), p. 36; Cesare Colafemmina, “un medico ebreo 
di oria alla corte dei fāṭimidi,” Materia giudaica xi, 1–2 (2006), 5–12.

10 Gil, “sicily”, p. 131; annliese nef, “la sicile dans la documentation de la Geniza cairote 
(fin xe–xiiie siècle): les réseaux attestés et leur nature,” in Damien Coulon, Christophe 
Picard, Dominique Valérian, ed., Espaces et réseaux en Méditerrannée (VIe–XVIe siècle),  
vol. 1. La configuration des réseaux (Paris, 2007), pp. 273–91.

11  The documents, as is the norm in the Geniza, come from the political capital of the 
region, where judicial, religious and commercial life was concentrated. 24 such documents 
were written at Palermo, dated as follows: 3 at some point in the 11th century; 7 in the first 
half of the 11th century; 12 in the second half of the 11th century; 2 in the second half of the 
12th century, see nef, “la sicile,” pp. 278, 282. 
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one that is skewed in favour of the elites and does not properly reflect the 
whole of the commercial traffic involving the island in the islamic period 
(for example, important exchanges with the mainland do not feature); 
Palermo and mazara were at the centre of the Jewish commercial net-
works in the island, even if mentions of other localities such as Demenna, 
messina, syracuse, ragusa and Trapani are not wanting. The exchanges  
occur in the context of networks managed by big merchants and shipowners,  
based upon relationships of trust and ties of a familial kind. The goods 
that are imported are rare items and luxury products: egyptian linen, 
some products indispensable in the textile industry, namely, ammonia, 
lacquer, brazilwood and indigo; spices and among them pepper above all 
(in part exported once again towards the Christian west, to judge by the 
quantities), and not least salt and pearls. The exports consisted of raw silk 
(the sicilian lāsīn) and other precious fabrics such as turbans and veils, 
but also hides, cheeses and almonds. small quantities of oil and wheat 
to meet particular needs were also exported.12 Transactions frequently 
involved sicilian currency, the rubāʿī, the quarter dinars minted on the 
island and indeed called ṭarī (“the new; the fresh”), a highly valued coin. 
finally, Jewish merchants seem not to have had a specialisation along 
confessional lines, if one excepts the kosher cheese exported from sicily 
in the 13th century.13

in 11th-Century sicily the jizya, that is the poll tax, paid by Jews was 
around 13 tarì (a figure that corresponded to a little over 3 dinars); a change 
in political circumstances around 1020 led to the jizya being increased by 
a third (4 tarì and 1/3), a measure that forced the poor to emigrate from 
the island.14 The same political instability led the muslim authorities to 
decide to tighten controls over the tithe (ʿushr) paid by foreign merchants 
on imported goods; the measure sparked serious unrest among the foreign 
Jewish merchants, who had been used to evading this tax by attributing 
the ownership of imported goods to their local co-religionists. The dayyan 

12 linen (over 50 attestations); grain, oil, indigo, silk, pepper (over 30 attestations); 
pearls, salt, ammonia, garments and textiles (between 20 and 30 attestations); brazilwood, 
wax, lacquer, saffron, lāsīn silk (between 15–20 attestations); camphor, cinnamon, myrabo-
lan, hides, lead, soap and sugar (between 10 and 15 attestations); aloe, almonds, cardamom, 
cornelian, leather, lapis lazuli (between 5 and 10 attestations), nef, “la sicile,” p. 290. 

13 nadia Zeldes and miriam frankel, “Trade with sicily. Jewish merchants in mediterra-
nean Trade in the 12th and 13th Centuries,” in nicolò Bucaria, ed. Gli ebrei in Sicilia dal tar-
doantico al medioevo. Studi in onore di Mons. Benedetto Rocco (Palermo, 1998), pp. 243–56. 

14 JS, 1: 39; Gil, “sicily,” p. 142.
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of Palermo, maṣliʾaḥ ben eliyya, an active businessman, was himself 
involved, and thrown into prison along with some of his co-religionists.15

from the juridical point of view the Jewish communities (qahal) had 
at their disposal property, movable and immovable, and a cemetery; they 
enjoyed autonomy as a community, were administered by elders and pre-
sided over by a bet din, a rabbinical court. arbitration tribunals were also 
held in Palermo, for example in 1063, when a dispute was settled in favour 
of the ʿaniyye Siṣiliya (the poor of sicily), that is, a charitable foundation 
of Palermo or heqdesh.16 around 970 the goods of one Bundār of Palermo,  
an emancipated slave, who bequeathed one quarter of his property, 
according to islamic law, once again went to the poor, of Jerusalem on this 
occasion; the transfer of the money was handled by shemuʾel b. hoshaʿna, 
the head of the Palestinian academy.17 some letters inform us about rela-
tions between the community of Palermo and the Palestinian academy 
of Jerusalem so far as collections were concerned: 20 dinars were shipped 
from sicily on 7 may 1029, 35 dinars around 1035.18 aside from Jerusalem, 
the community of Palermo established relationships with alexandria, 
fusṭāṭ, al-qayrawān and al-mahdiyya19 and when necessary begged for 
help from eminent protectors,20 who benefited it, as was the case with 
shemuʾel ibn naghrīla (993–1055) nagid of the Jews of Granada.21

The documents from the Geniza indicate some clashes with the muslim 
milieu; one letter mentions “the survivors of the community of Palermo”;22 
whereas around 1025 yosef b. shemuʾel al-Dānī, having been shipwrecked 
off the libyan coast, reached Palermo only to find his house destroyed 
and occupied by a man from Barqa;23 after 1035 the Jewish cemetery,  
having been taken over by the muslim authorities, was redeemed with 
cash payments.24 a letter written to alexandria on 6 september 1056 
speaks of the emotion aroused by the conversion of yosef b. shabbetay, 
the cantor (ḥazzan) of Palermo.25

15  JS, 1: 108, 109, 135; Gil, “sicily,” pp. 142–44.
16  JS, 1: 148.
17  JS, 1: 26.
18  JS, 1: 44; 55.
19  JS, 1: 36, 39, 57, 58.
20 JS, 1: 50. 
21 abraham ibn Daud, The Book of Tradition (Sefer ha-Qabbalah), ed. Gerson D. Cohen 

(Philadelphia, 1967), hebrew text p. 56; trans. p. 74. 
22 JS, 1: 50.
23 JS, 1: 42.
24 JS, 1: 85.
25 JS, 1: 111.
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The sicilian fitna, the civil war, caused the Jews many problems;  
around 1045 the city of Palermo was governed by a muslim council 
(shūra/jamāʿa) and commercial traffic was still more or less regular;26 
from 1050 onwards the letters refer to problems of trade and of naviga-
tion. yet when the Jewish merchants speak of the enemy they refer to the  
Christians, Rūm and Edom, be they norman or Byzantine; in septem-
ber 1056 a Jewish merchant bewails the high taxes exacted on the island 
and relates that his goods have been raided off agrigento by the men of 
muḥammad b. ibrāhīm b. al-Thumna, muslim qāʾid, lord of syracuse,  
Catania and noto (d. 1062), who would later call upon the normans to 
come to his aid.27

from the normans to the angevins (1072–1282)

in 1061 the normans led by robert Guiscard and by his brother roger i 
landed in sicily, the muslims having invoked their aid; in the space of ten 
short years they conquered messina, the Valdemone and Palermo (1072), 
and in the following twenty years they occupied the whole of the island 
(1091). in 1130 roger ii founded the Regnum Siciliae, later inherited by the 
emperor frederick ii of swabia (1194–1250); with the fall of the swabi-
ans (1266–1268) the island passed into the hands of the angevins, and 
the political and administrative centre of the Kingdom was transferred to 
naples up until 1282.

The Norman Conquest seen through the Documents from the Geniza

There is frequent comment upon the norman conquest in the letters of 
the Geniza. for example, in 1058, writing from al-mahdiyya, the dayyan 
labrāṭ b. mūsà b. sughmār compares the victories of the Christians in  
the iberian peninsula to those of the normans in sicily, and adds that 
the Jews had been concerned about the fate of sicily ever since Edom 
had begun amassing huge forces around the island.28 around 1065 a letter 
from alexandria notes that only Palermo, mazara and qaṣr yannih (enna) 
remain in muslim hands while, given the impossibility of traversing the 

26 Gil, “sicily,” pp. 116, 118, 130 n. 10.
27 JS, 1: 111, 147; a. nef, “la fitna sicilienne: une fitna inachevée?”, Médiévales 60 (2011), 

103–116.
28 JS, 1: 122. 



444 giuseppe mandalà

territory, contact between Palermo and mazara could only take place  
by sea.29

The corpus of documents from the Geniza also furnishes information 
regarding events and personages about whom little is otherwise known; 
between 1056 and 1065 abū ʿabd allāh muḥammad b. ʿabd al-raḥmān 
al-Ṣāʾigh, known as ibn al-Baʿbaʿ, a powerful shipowner employed by vari-
ous prominent political figures in the region, often features. in 1069 ibn 
al-Baʿbaʿ was the sulṭān of Palermo, and remained in command of the 
city up until 1072, a period during which his commercial activities are no 
longer attested; ibn al-Baʿbaʿ appointed as nagid of the Jews of Palermo 
Zakkār b. ʿammār, brother of Ḥayyim the wakīl of the sicilian merchants 
in egypt. according to the arabic-islamic sources, ibn al-Baʿbaʿ surren-
dered Palermo to the normans, and was immediately afterwards put to 
death, in 1072.30

The arrival of the normans does not represent a marked caesura for the 
society documented by the Geniza; at the beginning of the 12th Century 
Jewish trade suffered attacks by pirates, the loss of ships and some confis-
cations of merchandise; yet in the course of that century the island did not 
lose its attractions as a place to live, although the exchanges handled by 
the merchants of the Geniza grew rarer, being gradually replaced by net-
works of Pisan, Genoese and Venetian merchants. however, the surviving 
documentation suggests that in the norman-swabian kingdom the Jews 
little by little became an economic group specialising in the manufacture 
of prestige goods (silk and dyeing) and in loans.31

Juridical Status and Norman-Swabian Legislation

mosaic law was recognised as part of a broader autonomy enjoyed by the 
religious communities, as testified by the Catanian privilege of 1168: Latini, 
Graeci, Iudaei et Saraceni unusquisque juxta suam legem judicetur.32 in the 
reign of roger ii the Jewish religion came to form part of an oecumeni-
cal project which found its icon in the quadrigraphic epigraph of anna, 

29 JS, 1: 158; ruth Gertwagen, “Geniza letters: maritime Difficulties along the alexandria- 
Palermo route,” in sophia menache, ed., Communication in the Jewish Diaspora (leiden-
new york-Köln, 1998), pp. 221–41.

30 JS, 1: 78, 93, 104, 109, 122, 139, 149, 151, 156, 161–64.
31 raphael straus, Gli Ebrei di Sicilia dai Normanni a Federico II, ed. salvatore mazzamuto  

(Palermo, 1992), pp. 65–74; AE, p. 33.
32 JS, 1: 187.
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mother of the priest Grisantus (1148–49),33 an ambitious programme which 
soon entered into crisis, with the trial of Philip of al-mahdiyya (1154).34

The norman-swabian state perpetuated laws and institutions of the dār 
al-Islām, combining them with roman law tradition and with the require-
ments of canon law; the Jews, like the muslims, enjoyed a subaltern status 
and were subject to tribute, in exchange for which they were granted reli-
gious liberty and juridical autonomy within their own communities, but 
they were required to pay the jizya and were in theory obliged to wear a 
badge; there was also a ban on the building of new synagogues, on exercis-
ing any authority over Christians and also on circumcising slaves.35

The norman sovereigns accorded the Jews a type of servitude, better 
described as a fidelitas, which was counterposed to a burgher liberty, the 
privilege of the latin immigrants; the Jews were bound to the Dīwān by 
a particular obligation, and the taxes levied on their economic activities 
were awarded to religious institutions or to fief-holders, just as the dona-
tions of Greek and muslim villeins were. in 1089 sichelgaita, widow of 
robert Guiscard, ceded 1/6 of the rents of the Palermitan Jews to arch-
bishop alcherius for the church of santa maria in Palermo, the Cathedral, 
and further stipulated that the totality of such rents should be ceded after 
her death.36

a similar course of action was followed by Tancred, who, in 1191, donated 
the goods belonging to the Jew ʿalī b. Ṣalāḥ to the church of santa maria 
della Grotta in Palermo.37 in 1194 henry Vi hohenstaufen entered Palermo  
and confirmed the status quo.38 his son and successor, frederick ii, 
abided by tradition and renewed the concession to the Cathedral of the 
rights over the Jews of Palermo, specifying what they consisted of: a poll 
tax ( gisia), a gabelle on wine and on the slaughterhouse; the emperor also 
granted the Palermitan church a monopoly over the dyeing of cloth: the 
Jews were therefore deemed to be homines Ecclesiae.39

33 Jeremy Johns, “le iscrizioni e le epigrafi in arabo: una rilettura,” in maria andaloro, 
ed., Nobiles Officinae. Perle, filigrane e trame di seta dal Palazzo Reale di Palermo (Catania, 
2006), 1, pp. 519–23; 2, pp. 47–67: 53.

34 JS, 1: 172; annliese nef, “Pluralisme religieux et etat monarchique dans la sicile des 
xiie–xiiie siècle,” in henri Bresc, Georges Dagher, Christiane Veauvy, eds., Politique et reli-
gion en Méditerranée. Moyen Âge et époque contemporaine (Paris, 2008), pp. 237–55.

35 JS, 1: 195; AE, pp. 30–35. 
36 JS, 1: 166.
37 JS, 1: 191.
38 JS, 1: 192.
39 The privilege, formerly granted to archbishop Parisius in perpetuity in 1210 and in 

1211, was reinstated by archbishop Berardus for six years, JS, 1: 206, 207, 209.
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under the influence of canon law and of the fourth lateran Council, 
in 1221 frederick promulgated a discriminatory piece of legislation: the 
obligation for men not to shave their beards and to dress in light blue, and 
for women to wear a badge, a circle (rudellum) of the same colour.40 no 
trace of this legislation may be found in the Constitutions of melfi (1231); 
in them the royal protection extended to Jews and muslims is total, even 
if the differences in rank are dramatically emphasised: the Jews have the 
right to practice usury provided it is not in excess of 10% a year (i, 6); Jews 
and muslims enjoy the privilege of defensa against accusations (i, 18); they 
are included within royal protection, that is to say, if a city conceals a 
malefactor, it must indemnify the felonies perpetrated by him even upon 
Jews and muslims (i, 27); in case of felony there is a fine of 100 augustales 
if the victim is a Christian, or of 50 if he is Jewish or muslim (i, 28).41

The status of Jews and muslims changed radically in 1236, when the 
religious minorities in the Kingdom became servi camere regie, and there-
fore entered into the direct service of the sovereign, who assured them of 
his protection while the royal treasury received the fiscal income.42 in the 
Kingdom of sicily the first known Jew to enjoy the new protection was 
magister Busach de Panormo iudeus medicus, servus camere nostre fidelis 
noster,43 who in 1237 was granted a perpetual exemption, for himself and 
for his descendants, from the contributions owed by the Palermitan com-
munity; subsequently the same privileges would be renewed by manfred 
(1258) and from 1283 by the aragonese sovereigns also.44

from the middle of the 13th century, the cities too, along with state and 
Church, had some influence concerning the Jews; the Consuetudines of 
Palermo stipulated that Christians could testify against Jews, but not vice 
versa; furthermore Jews could not give judgements against, or arbitrate 
between Christians (15); Jews and muslims did not enjoy the ius prothi-
miseos, any more than noble and ecclesiastical institutions did (27); the 
sales of movable and immovable property effected by saracens, Jews and 
Greeks residing in sicily were legally valid, and all documents relating to 
sales and exchanges, along with all contracts, composed “in the arabic, 
Greek or hebrew language” and drafted “by the hand of notaries among 

40 JS, 1: 210.
41 JS, 1: 211. 
42 David abulafia, “The servitude of Jews and muslims in the medieval mediterranean: 

origins and Diffusions,” MEFRM 122, 2 (2000), 687–714.
43 JS, 1: 214. 
44 JS, 1: 224, 248; Giuseppe mandalà, “aḥiṭuv ben yiṣḥaq da Palermo, medico, filosofo e 

traduttore del secolo xiii,” Materia Giudaica xiii, 1–2 (2008), 35–61: 42–53.
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the saracens, the Greeks, or among the Jews or the arabs” should be con-
sidered firma et stabilia even in cases where they lacked the sollempnitates 
proper to the documents of the “Christians” (36); finally, the King and his 
officers could not request arbitrary payments from prostitutes, butchers 
and Jews (77).45 after frederick ii’s death the bishops of agrigento (1255, 
1266) and messina (1267) managed to buy back the rights over the Jews 
of sicily which they had lost;46 in 1274 the Palermitan Church was given 
authorization to collect the proceeds from the tinctoria, platea somerio-
rum, domus setae, cabella fumi, etc.47

Migration and Settlement: The Jews of the Garbo and Their Antecedents

norman Palermo was a city in full demographic and urbanistic expansion, 
at any rate up until the outbreak of the revolts of the muslims of sicily 
(from 1189–90); 1500 Jews lived there, according to the testimony of Ben-
jamin of Tudela (1173).48 The Jewish community had also been enriched 
demographically through the influx of privileged immigrants, such as the 
Jews coming from central Greece (Corinth, Thebes and athens), deported 
in 1147, during the reign of roger ii, and benefiting the royal factories.49 
even apart from the centralizing policies then being promoted, the city 
attracted much economic and commercial interest, and, to give just one 
example, abū saʿīd al-abzārī praised its market specialising in oriental 
spices, inviting his brother to transfer his activities there (after 1060).50 
There was, however, no shortage of markedly contrary opinions; Ḥasan 
b. Khalaf of Baghdad, who had arrived in Palermo in the middle of the 
century, defined it as “a land with nothing at all.”51 Palermo was also a 
haven for north african Jews fleeing almohad persecution. for example, 
ephraym ben yiṣḥaq, a maghribi Jew, recounted how the threat of forcible 

45 JS, 1: 196; for the dating of the customs see elena Pezzini, “articolazioni territoriali a 
Palermo tra xii e xiV secolo,” MEFRM 116, 2 (2004), 729–801: 761–62; for an analysis of the 
custom 36 see Giuseppe mandalà, marcello moscone, “Tra latini, greci e ‘arabici’: ricerche 
su scrittura e cultura a Palermo fra xii e xiii secolo,” Segno e testo. International Journal 
on Manuscripts and Text Transmission 7 (2009), 143–238: 189–94.

46 JS, 1: 212, 213, 223, 225, 226. 
47 straus, Gli Ebrei di Sicilia, pp. 62, 107.
48 Benjamin of Tudela, Itinerary, ed. marcus n. adler (london, 1907), hebrew text, p. 70; 

english translation pp. 78–79; it is an open, and still hotly disputed question as to whether 
the figure refers to the totality of individuals, to male adults only (a figure therefore to be 
multiplied by an exponent of 4/6 persons) or to the number of families, see SC, p. 33.

49 JS, 1: 174.
50 JS, 1: 138.
51 JS, 1: 177.
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conversion had driven him from Ceuta, and how, having lived in Palermo 
for fifteen years, he was a witness to a sack, lost all his goods, and there-
fore set out in the direction of egypt.52

in the swabian period the mobility of the Palermitan Jewish commu-
nity was underlined by the cession of the income of the Jews of Palermo 
in 1211, and the text refers to “all the Jews from our city of Palermo, both 
who reside in the aforesaid city and those who may happen to be living 
there.”53

it was once again from northern africa under the political control of 
the almohad caliphate, or rather from the Garbo (lat. Garbum), that a 
group of Jews in flight from almohad persecutions reached Palermo and 
sicily;54 the migration should be seen in the context of the intense eco-
nomic, political and diplomatic relations linking the swabian kingdom to 
the arab-islamic powers in the maghrib.

The presence in Palermo of the Jews from the Garbo is known to us 
through two documents from the swabian Chancellery addressed to the 
secretus of Palermo, obert fallamonaca:55 a mandatum of 28 novem-
ber 1239 which documents their arrival in the city shortly before, and a 
responsalis of 15 December 1239, the foundation charter of the community 
of those who had newly arrived; this latter testifies to a dialectic between 
the Jews’ requests, the arrangements made by the secretus of Palermo, and 
the will of frederick ii.56

The settlement of the Jews from the Garbo did not only involve the 
capital but also other places on the island,57 among them mazara58 and 

52 JS, 1: 189; the letter has been dated to 1181 but we cannot rule out the possibility of 
this dating being revised. 

53 Omnes Iudeos civitatis nostre Panormi tam illos qui in ipsa civitate morantur quam et 
alios quos de cetero in ipsa civitate contingerit habitare, JS, 1: 206.

54 Giuseppe mandalà, “la migration des juifs du Garbum en sicile (1239),” in Benoît 
Grévin, ed., Maghreb-Italie. Des passeurs médiévaux à l’Orientalisme moderne (XIIIe–milieu 
XXe siècle) (rome, 2010), pp. 19–48. The Jews of the Garbo did not come from the island 
of Gerba, as modern historiography continues quite mistakenly to repeat, most recently, 
SC, pp. 40, 42.

55 obert fallamonaca was a prominent figure in the swabian administration, probably 
of arab-Christian origin, see Jeremy Johns, Arabic Administration in Norman Sicily. The 
Royal Dīwān (Cambridge, 2002), pp. 245–47. 

56 RF, 1: n. 228, pp. 219–20; n. 261, pp. 263–67. 
57 RF, 1: p. 265.
58 ACFUP 1. Registri di lettere, gabelle e petizioni 1274–1321, ed. fedele Pollaci nuccio  

and Domenico Gnoffo, republished and introduced by francesco Giunta (Palermo, 1982), 
pp. 347–48; JS, 1: 231.
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perhaps Cefalù.59 in Palermo the requests submitted by the new arrivals 
implied a stable and lasting settlement, a presence rooted in the urban 
fabric and in the agricultural specializations in crisis following the depar-
ture of the muslims. fallamonaca communicated the requests of the Jews 
of the Garbo, who, first of all, nec concordant cum aliis Iudeis Panormi; 
they therefore asked if they might build a synagogue de novo, expressed 
a wish to occupy casalina to be used as dwellings within the old Cassaro; 
they also asked for an elder (senex, that is, a shaykh) serving as a magister 
to be appointed, and permission to cultivate the palmeretum vel dacti-
letum, a site near to the favara, according to the custom of the Garbo, 
proposing to give the Curia one half of what was produced and to keep 
the other half for themselves.

The emperor frederick instructed obert to single out fidelem nobis et 
utilem ipsis, and to designate him magister; he took note of the rift between 
the Jews of the Garbo and their co-religionists but forbade the occupation 
of casalina within the old Cassaro, granting another site better suited to 
being a residential area. in compliance with canon law the emperor also 
denied the Jews from the Garbo the right to build a synagogue ex novo, 
but agreed to the use and overhaul of a disused synagogue if one could be 
found. finally, the Jews of the Garbo were given permission to cultivate 
palm trees using their own methods and entrusted by frederick with the 
date-grove for the duration of five or ten years,60 according to the condi-
tions laid down by the abovementioned obert in his previous missive.

The responsalis gave the emperor’s replies to the capitula sent by the 
secretus fallamonaca; the latter would have liked to attract to Palermo 
other Jews who had come from the Garbo and who had already settled in 
various parts of sicily, but the emperor declared himself to be opposed, 
inasmuch as it might discourage those who were on the point of setting 
out for the Kingdom. frederick charged obert with collecting the taxes 
levied upon the Jews resident in Palermo, and settled upon the annual 
sum: gisia of 400 tarì; a tax on wine of 150 tarì; 50 tarì on the slaughtering  

59 Rollus rubeus. Privilegia Ecclesiae Cephaleditanae a diversis regibus et imperatoribus  
concessa, recollecta et in hoc volumen scripta, ed. Corrado mirto (Palermo 1972), pp. 40–41.

60 on the subsequent history of the date-grove of the favara, transferred to the Teu-
tonic Knights of the magione and given in emphyteusis from 1255 on, and finally destroyed 
by the angevins in 1316, see salvatore Cusa, La palma nella poesia, nella scienza e nella sto-
ria siciliana (Palermo, 1873), pp. 47–53; illuminato Peri, “Censuazioni in sicilia nel secolo 
xiii,” Economia e Storia iV, 1 (1957), 41–58: 53–54.
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of animals; if a demographic increase should occur, the relevant taxes 
would likewise be increased.

from the responsalis we may also infer that obert had already granted, 
on his own initiative, plots in the district of the favara, and had informed 
the emperor of the measure in the capitula; frederick took note of obert’s 
decision, emphasised that the lands of the demesne were not suited to 
this purpose, and arranged for the cultivation of henna, indigo et alia 
diversa semina que crescunt in Garbo, nec sunt in partibus Sicilie adhuc visa 
crescere; finally, the emperor ratified the separation between the Jews of 
the Garbo (iudei extranei) and the Jews of Palermo (iudei Panormi) sug-
gested by obert, and left it up to him to choose their place of residence 
and to appoint a magister.

in the mid-13th century Palermo was largely deserted, on account of the 
departure of the muslims, and evidently obert sought to fill the biological 
void that had been created in the capital, using for this purpose the Jews 
of the Garbo.61 The littera also addressed various questions, almost all of 
them linked to the relaunching of agriculture in the territory of Palermo; 
the emperor issued instructions designed to foster an economic revival, 
such as the cutting of the cane-brake of misilmeri, the entrusting to novi 
habitatores of demesnial lands next to the Zisa, the seeking out of men 
in the orient who were acquainted with sugar cane cultivation,62 and of  
victualia to export.63 The Jews of the Garbo were entrusted with the task of 
relaunching crops planted earlier that were now in a critical state, such as 
date palms,64 henna and indigo,65 but also with testing out new crops.

61  on swabian Palermo, see illuminato Peri, “il porto di Palermo dagli arabi agli ara-
gonesi,” Economia e Storia V, 4 (1958), 422–69, Carmelo Trasselli, “sulla popolazione di 
Palermo nei secoli xiii–xiV,” Economia e Storia xi, 3 (1964), 329–44, salvatore fodale, 
“Palermo «sedes regni» e città di federico ii,” in Federico e le città italiane, ed. Pierre 
Toubert, agostino Paravicini Bagliani (Palermo, 1994), pp. 212–318; Carmela angela Di ste-
fano, “Palermo nella prima metà del xiii secolo: l’evidenza archeologica,” in Federico e la 
Sicilia: dalla terra alla corona. Archeologia e architettura, ed. Carmela angela Di stefano 
and antonio Cadei, 2 vols. (siracusa, 2000), 1: pp. 289–92.

62 RF, 1: pp. 264–67.
63 The term victualia has a broad meaning and refers both to wheat ( frumentum) but 

also to other kinds of sustenance (amongst them barley, beans and legumes in general), 
see RF, 1: pp. 24–25. 

64 The interest in the date-grove would seem to have been a priority, and already in the 
mandatum of november 1239 it was emphasised that the Jews of the Garbo volunt facere 
dactulitum nostrum Panormi fructificare, cum exinde sint instructi, RF, 1: p. 220.

65 frederick tended to entrust dyeing and celandra (dressing preparatory to dyeing) to 
the Jews, establishing a sort of Jewish monopoly in this sector. The cultivation by the Jews 
of the Garbo of plants such as indigo and henna, intended to supply the raw materials 
for the dyeing process, may be considered as an integral part of the productive cycle. as 
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The arrival in Palermo of the Jews of the Garbo represents an event 
of real demographic importance, and from a strictly numerical point of 
view they may perhaps account for at least 1/3 of the whole Palermitan 
Jewish population. indeed, we know that the gisia paid by the Jews of 
the Garbo in 1239 was equivalent to 400 tarì: calculating the population 
on the basis of the gisia paid by Jews and muslims in malta and Gozo 
around 1245 (3 tarì and 11 grana),66 the families would number 112, and the 
individuals between 448 and 672 (a calculation based upon there being 
4/6 individuals per family);67 the figure corresponds, highly approximate 
though it may be and making all due allowances, to 1/3 of the Palermitan 
Jews mentioned by Benjamin of Tudela in 1173. not the least important 
point to note is that the Jews of the Garbo, coming from a north african 
islamic society, had transmitted—in a period of profound upheaval—a 
significant cultural and linguistic Judeo-arabic contribution to Jewish life 
on the island.

in 1270 Charles of anjou referred to two distinct Jewish communities 
present in Palermo (scriptum est universis Iudeis Panormi et Garbi) and 
ratified the election of a single personage to the office of cantor/ḥazzan 
(presbiteratus in synagogas vestras),68 to the duty of ritual slaughter and 
to the notaryship: Maborach Faddalckassem iudeum habitatorem Panormi 
fidelem nostrum, obviously one of the new arrivals, examined with this 
end in mind by magistrum Ferrag, fidelem nostrum et interpretem curie 
nostre, probably the famous translator faraj b. sālim of agrigento.69 at the 
distance of almost a century, in the early aragonese period, integration had 

regards relations between Jews and the dyeing (and silk) industry, see straus, Gli Ebrei di 
Sicilia, pp. 68–73.

66 for the document from malta and Gozo, JS, 1: 221; for a close analysis, anthony lut-
trell, “Giliberto abbate’s report on malta: circa 1241,” in Keith sciberras, ed., Proceedings of 
History Week 1993, for the Malta Historical Society (malta 1997), pp. 1–29.

67 Clearly the gisia mentioned in the responsalis can refer only to the Jews of the Garbo 
(Super eos in super quod eodem tua capitula continebant te statuisse recipi a Iudei), and not 
to the entire Jewish presence in Palermo, contrary to what is asserted by illuminato Peri, 
Uomini, città e campagne in Sicilia dall’XI al XIII secolo (roma-Bari 1990), p. 115; and in AE, 
pp. 99, 101 table 3.

68 Praesbiterum Iudeorum, qui hebraice dicitur hasem, ad cuius officium pertinet canere 
officia in sinagogis etiam conficere contractus, et scribere instrumenta hebraice secundum ritum 
eorum (mazara 1325), alberto rizzo marino, “Gli ebrei di mazara nei secoli quattordicesimo 
e quindicesimo,” Atti della Società trapanese per la Storia Patria (1971), 3–78: 43.

69 JS, i, 232; at the behest of Charles i of anjou, faraj translated from arabic into 
latin al-Ḥāwī (Liber continens) of al-rāzī, in 1279, and the Taqwīm al-abdān (Tacuynus de 
febribus) of ibn Jazla in 1281, see amari, Storia, 3: pp. 717–18; moritz steinschneider, Die 
hebräischen Übersetzungen des Mittelalters und die Juden als Dolmetscher (Berlin, 1893),  
pp. 974–75. 
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not yet occurred; the two groups both lived within the city centre and 
paid their taxes collectively,70 but were still formally distinct and sepa-
rated into citizens and foreigners: in 1325 the universitas Iudeorum tam 
videlicet civium quam exterorum qui de Garbo paid a gisia of 1200 tarì and 
a wine tax of 400 tarì, figures guaranteed to the miles Guido filangeri and 
to his heirs by frederick iii.71

from the Vespers to the expulsion (1282–1492–93)

The revolt of the Vespers (30 march 1282) sundered the island in a geo-
political sense from the mainland, and constituted an epochal shift 
thrusting the sicilian Jewish communities into the orbit of the Crown of 
aragon. The landing of Peter iii of aragon and the war with the angevins  
culminated in the peace of Caltabellotta (1302) and in the creation of the 
regnum Trinacriae founded by frederick iii (ruled 1291–1337). in the sec-
ond half of the 14th century the war with the angevins, the weakness of 
the aragonese sovereigns and the royal power’s estrangement from the 
city made possible the urban signoria of the Chiaromonte. in 1390 martin 
the younger claimed possession of sicily by virtue of his marriage with 
maria, daughter of frederick the simple, and in 1392 Catalan troops com-
manded by Bernardo de Cabrera disembarked in the island; the Catalans 
managed to rid themselves of the coalition of sicilian barons, and in 1397 
wrested Palermo once and for all from the signoria of the Chiaromonte. 
from this date up until 1409 the island was ruled by martin the younger, 
and then by martin the elder (1409–1410). following on from the accord 
of Caspe (1412), sicily was assigned to ferdinand of Castile (1412–16) and 
became a Vice-Kingdom. with alfonso V the magnanimous (1416–58) 
and the Amprisa of naples (1443), the island was joined up again with the 
mainland under the standard of the crown of aragon; from these latter 
it passed to John i and ferdinand ii and, after the union with isabella of 

70 The figures involved would amount to 40 ounces and to 400 families according to 
the calculations given in AE, p. 101 table 3.

71  Codice diplomatico dei giudei di Sicilia, ed. Bartolomeo and Giuseppe lagumina,  
3 vols. (Palermo, 1884–1909), 1: n. 36; ACFUP, 2. Fisco e società nella Sicilia aragonese. Le 
pandette delle gabelle regie del XIV secolo, ed. rosa maria Dentici Buccellato (Palermo, 
1983), p. 75, n. 108. on the filangeri, judges and praetors of Palermo between 1301 and 
1337, see antonio flandina, Il codice Filangeri e il codice Speciale. Privilegi inediti della città 
di Palermo (Palermo, 1891), p. 5, n. 1.
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Castile (1479), the fortunes of the Jews of sicily followed those of the two 
unified crowns up until the expulsion of 1492–93.

Juridical and Fiscal Status

up until the expulsion the Jews of sicily would be servi regiae camerae, a 
status which expressed a direct, and in some respects privileged relation-
ship with the Crown; such a designation was only used in royal docu-
mentation, whereas the notaries defined the Jews in a different fashion 
and in relation to the statutes and privileges of the lands of which they 
were habitatores, or of the cities of which they were citizens, or cives. like 
the Christian citizens, the Jewish cives enjoyed the right to hold property, 
availed themselves of various benefits and were subject to fiscal levies 
connected to the city. The Jews retained their status and fiscal privileges 
and this even when they emigrated, thereby causing problems both for 
the city they had left, which thereby lost its tax-payers, and for the land 
where they settled, and where they did not pay taxes.72

inasmuch as they were servi regiae camerae, jurisdiction respecting the 
Jews was the concern of the state; yet already before the angevin period, 
indeed, in the swabian period, the sicilian Church recovered jurisdic-
tion over the Jews of Palermo. in 1331 Peter ii instituted an enquiry, and 
confirmed the Palermitan Church’s jurisdiction over the Jews granted 
by frederick ii in 1210–1224;73 in 1340, in response to a petition from the 
Jews of Palermo, he revoked the preceding arrangement;74 subsequently 
the ban on the archbishop and on his vicars was confirmed, in 1348, by 
king louis,75 and in 1392 by martin, who entrusted it to the dienchelele 
(hebrew: dayyan kelali, “supreme judge”).76

in the 14th century martin or alfonso did not hesitate to assign juris-
diction over the Jews of Palermo to eminent personages or high-ranking 
officials: Gonzalvo de ayçoça in 1396, and then the master secretus Gispert 
de isfar;77 it was a matter of allowing the holders of certain offices or the 
members of the Curia to profit from fines, confiscations and income arising  
from the exercise of justice; a new post was created, that of governor of 

72 AE, pp. 98–99; henri Bresc, “Gli ebrei siciliani e la politica nel medioevo,” Siculorum 
Gymnasium n.s. lVi, 2 (2003), 263–84: 270–73.

73 JS, 2: 399, 438–41.
74 JS, 2: 545.
75 JS, 2: 598, 599.
76 JS, 3: 1333, 1338.
77 JS, 3: 1465; iV, 2333.
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the Jews (protector Iudeorum), a protector who certainly had interests 
of his own, but was not therefore any the less appreciated by the Jews 
themselves.78

The status of servi regiae camerae stipulated that the Jews paid taxes 
to the royal treasury; therefore the constitutions of 1324 explicitly banned 
a noble, count, baron, knight or burgher from taking a Jew under their 
protection and hence from collecting a tax.79 The imposition of a poll tax, 
the gisia, was a part of the distinctive and symbolic marks of the condition 
of the Jews; between the 13th century and the 14th century all the sicilian 
Jews were obliged to pay the gabelles of the gisia and of the augustale; in 
per capita terms the gisia was not too onerous, being 3 tarì per house in 
the 14th century, reduced in the early 15th century to a figure oscillating 
between 1 tarì and 10 grana and 2 tarì per house, while the augustale cor-
responded to 7 and a half tarì. To gauge what such figures might mean, 
one should bear in mind that 3 tarì represented three days of work for a 
skilled artisan, a very small sum for an annual tax, and even with the addi-
tion of the augustale the amounts involved continued to be modest.80

The gisia enables us to follow the demographic evolution and fis-
cal capacity of the main Jewish communities. Being a source of secure 
income, the gisia was alienated early on by the monarchy, first in favour of 
knights who were in its service during the war of the Vespers (de Calvellis, 
filangeri, romano), then in favour of functionaries (sala). after 1392 the 
gisia was used to reward the loyalty of the supreme judge abenafia and 
of some judges or secretaries at court (Barbera, Bonsignoro, De Gregorio).  
finally, in 1430 the income was ceded to members of the local petty 
nobility and to creditors of the court (Bandi, De Bartholomeo, militano, 
morano).81

The more onerous aspects of taxation had to do with indirect taxes: the 
gabelles on trade and consumption, a sphere in which perfect equality  
between Jews and Christians prevailed. in 1312 frederick iii ratified the 
following taxes paid by the Jews of Palermo: the cabella buchirie sive scan-
nature, qui dicebatur dohana carnium, a tax on the Christian and Jewish 
butchers of Palermo, entrusted to the tax-collectors; the cabella platee 
someriorum, a tax on the selling of houses, whereby, if purchaser and 

78 Bresc, “Gli ebrei,” p. 271.
79 JS, 2: 324. 
80 AE, p. 100.
81  AE, pp. 109–100.
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seller were Jews, they would pay 3%; if one of the two were Christian the 
Jew had to pay 4% of the purchase price; the cabella iocularie, an oscil-
lating tax on the music played at Jewish weddings secundum ritum Sara-
cenorum, abolished in 1393,82 the minimal payment for which was 4 tarì. 
on the birth of a male child Jews paid 1 tarì, but for a girl child 10 grana; 
the cabella fumi, to be paid for every butchered animal, that is, for a ram  
1 granum; for two goats 1 granum; for each ox or cow 5 grana.83

in the 15th century, along with the ordinary taxes, there was the burden 
of the royal collections paid in return for pardons or privileges granted 
by the monarchy or conceded upon extraordinary occasions. fiscal pres-
sure mounted during the Amprisa of alfonso and during the Catalan 
revolution, when the need for armaments intensified taxation, but the 
reestablishment of royal authority and peace brought the fiscal burden 
back down to tolerable levels.84 The levying of the taxes was delegated to 
the wealthier Jews who assumed overall responsibility but had recourse 
to functionaries and clerks for the actual collection of the contributions 
owed. The collection paid by the Jews was calculated according to their 
movable wealth and was a little more onerous for them than it was for 
the Christians.85

in the 14th century personal services offered by Jews began to appear, a 
tangible sign of the servitude of the regia camera; these were angarias or 
perangarias linked to the real or symbolic presence of the sovereign: the 
cleaning of his residence, castle or palace; the providing of accommoda-
tion for officials (the posata), the supplying of lodgings, and so on.86 such 
personal services were never questioned but were considered just and the 
exclusive preserve of the prince and his representatives. one important 
aspect was the providing of the banners, with the royal coat of arms and 
colours, which indicated the direct link between Jews and state power; 
more particularly, the Jews of Palermo were obliged to provide the ban-
ners for the royal galleys.87

82 JS, 3: 1373.
83 JS, 2: 342.
84 Bresc, “Gli ebrei,” p. 272.
85 AE, pp. 104–108.
86 AE, pp. 96–98; Bresc, “Gli ebrei,” pp. 272–73; see for example a document from 1321, 

JS, 2: 348.
87 JS, 2: 586; 3: 1336.
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The Jewish Community

already from the swabian period the figure of the magister Iudeorum, a 
shaykh or elder, heir to the nagid or to the ra ʾīs al-yahūd of the Geniza 
society, began to emerge, and to him was entrusted the management of 
the community’s domestic affairs and of its relations with the royal power. 
Between 1285 and 1325 we are witness to the consolidation in sicily of 
an elective and annual magistracy modelled upon municipal institutions; 
the holders of this post were called prothi.88 it was not long before the 
two offices came into conflict, and, in Palermo, a distinction regarding 
their respective competences was proposed: the office of magister Iudeo-
rum, which corresponded to that of sichus/shaykh,89 would be respon-
sible for handling “spiritual affairs;”90 conversely, the prothus Iudeorum 
was entrusted with the task of administering the temporalia of the Jewish 
community.91

Thus, to take just one example, on 12 april 1283 King Peter informed 
all the Jews of Palermo that he had appointed David lu medicu magis-
ter Iudeorum Panormi, relieving of the post any other personage who had 
been deputed to such an office.92 David would seem to have performed 
the role of magister Iudeorum Panormi uninterruptedly from 1283 to 1292 
but during the two year span of 1292–93 he was involved in a specious 
contencio seu controversia93 with sabahon, son of iuzeff, of Centuripe, 
who, having been appointed sichus and prothus of all the Jews of the city 
of Palermo, should have substituted for him in his office. The aragonese 
sovereign James ii tried in vain to combine the two offices and to entrust 
them to a single person in his confidence, sabahon; after various vicissi-
tudes, and a fierce factional struggle, David succeeded in having the two 
offices separated and allotted to two different persons.94

88 AE, pp. 249–50.
89 JS, 1: 27; even if one cannot rule out a unifying of two originally distinct offices, as the 

documentation would seem to suggest: sichorie et magistratus officium, JS, 1: 272; magister 
et sichus, JS, 1: 273; mandalà, “aḥiṭuv,” p. 45. 

90 JS, i, 270; ad spiritualia Iudeorum, videlicet sichoria, JS, i, p. 273; mandalà, “aḥiṭuv,” 
p. 45.

91  In Prothum Iudeorum dicte civitatis circa temporalia remanente, JS, i, 271; et alterum 
ad temporalia, videlicet prothoria, JS, i, 273; mandalà, “aḥiṭuv,” p. 45.

92 JS, i, 252; mandalà, “aḥiṭuv,” pp. 44–46.
93 JS, i, 273; mandalà, “aḥiṭuv,” pp. 44–46.
94 Sabahoni Iuzeffi de Centorbio iudeo civi Panormi fideli suo, JS, 1: 269; mandalà,  

“aḥiṭuv,” pp. 44–46.
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in the course of the 14th century the position of prothus remained ill-
defined, liable to changes in both name and function, and, when we con-
sider the island as a whole we find that various different models were in 
contention. Thus, in Palermo itself the running of the community was 
entrusted to a council ruled by three prothi, who administered the patri-
mony of the synagogue, were responsible for any dealings with the King, 
and ran the independent tribunal, civil and criminal.95 at the end of the 
14th century there was an evolution, favoured by the monarchy, towards 
the exclusive model of the council, with two or three prothi and twelve 
elected councillors. The regime of the Twelve spread out from Palermo, 
and was regulated by martin in 1397 on the basis of the census: 4 Jews de 
statu majori, 4 de statu mediocre, 4 de statu minori, elected each year, suc-
ceeded one another in rotation in threes every three months, according 
to a cycle which guaranteed honesty and surveillance; the Twelve in their 
turn had every four months to choose three prothi responsible for ensur-
ing that the system ran smoothly.96

in 1421 the statutes requested by all the Jewish communities in the 
Kingdom provided for this regime to be extended everywhere.97 There 
was then created a general system of the Jewish communities of the King-
dom: annual elections, government by council, multiplication of the pro-
thi. The King had a hand in the creation of this common law, imposing 
it on the Jews. The monarchy thus followed a pronounced tendency to 
unify, to simplify and to create the representative institutions it needed in 
order to guarantee dialogue and consensus, as well as the convenient and 
prompt collection of taxes.98 annual appointments were also stipulated 
for all the other religious offices of an administrative kind, such as spiritual 
judges and major or minor sacristans. The system, though characterised 
by a spirit of democracy and participation in appointments, only partly 
succeeded in reducing conflict and dissension, which did in fact persist, 
as was demonstrated by the protests and tensions over meddling and 
interference between the various offices; we find a control over the com-
munity’s posts on the part of a clearly defined group of families in whose 
hands all the major appointments (prothi, notables, spiritual judges and 
major sacristans) were concentrated, an oligarchy at times ill-supported 
by the rest of the Jewish population. exemptions from taxes, particular 

95 Bresc, “Gli ebrei,” p. 274.
96 JS, 3: 1505; AE, pp. 251–253; Bresc, “Gli ebrei,” p. 274.
97 JS, 4: 2078.
98 Bresc, “Gli ebrei,” p. 274.
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forms of reverence and homage paid at family celebrations, such as mar-
riages and funerals, precipitating protests and conflicts, testified to this 
supremacy and this control. 99

The main family groups tended to use the royal power to boost their 
own influence over the community, becoming at times a disruptive influ-
ence. alliances between the major Jewish families and the royal power 
were based upon strongly defined political and economic interests; they 
enabled the Jewish community to reinforce the application of the mosaic 
law but gave rise to intense jealousies and internal clashes, thereby weak-
ening its capacity to resist the central power.

a radical turning-point came with the royal founding of the office of 
supreme judge or dayyan kelali; as in spain, the ultimate aim was the 
federation of the communities under the leadership of a dienchelele, 
supreme judge of the communities. for the royal power the appointing 
of the supreme judge served as a guarantee of discipline and unity, the 
model here being the roman Church; for the rabbis it was an opportunity 
to impose some new ordinances in conformity with the moral concep-
tion, at times new, which they had elaborated. according to a common 
rule, the supreme judges were chosen from amongst those in the prince’s 
inner circle, provoking fierce resistance from the communities, which 
were strongly attached to their ancient autonomy.100

Jewish sicily entered unwillingly into the era of the court Jews, of the 
rabbinate and also of the union of all the Jews into a single community: 
the first stage in this process was effected by the Catalan dynasty and 
on the initiative of a foreign rabbi, a royal physician. The central judge-
ship was created in 1396 for magister iosep abenafia, a native of aragon 
who had come to the island with the Catalan conquerors and in the guise 
of royal physician, becoming then supreme judge of all the Jews of the 
Kingdom according to Jewish law, and assessor alongside the judge and 
protector of the Jews, Gonzalvo de ayçoça.101

The powers entrusted to iosep abenafia were far-reaching indeed: civil 
and criminal judgements over all cases coming under mosaic law, the 
appointing of the judges of the communities and of the officials, coun-
cillors and treasurers of the synagogues. in 1405, in Palermo, a group of  

  99 Two emblematic cases of exemptions and privileges granted to Palermo are those of 
the de medico family, JS, 1: 214, 224, 248; 2: 356, 395; 765; mandalà, “aḥiṭuv,” pp. 42–53; and 
to merdoc Cosentino and to his heirs (1339–40), JS, 2: 530, 544, 600; 3: 1671, 1673.

100 AE, pp. 271–279; Bresc, “Gli ebrei,” pp. 277–79. 
101 JS, 3: 1402; 1463.



 the jews of palermo from 598 to 1493 459

objectors prevented the judges appointed by master abenafia from per-
forming their official functions. Two parties formed: aligned with the 
supreme judge were the learned, physicians and rabbis alike as well as  
the more prestigious families, the nobility of knowledge and of wealth, 
while on the other side were massed the Jews of unknown kindred.102 in 
1408, upon the death of abenafia, the King abolished the post of dienchelele; 
in 1420 the office was re-established and assigned to a man from messina, 
moyses de la Bonavoglia, the personal physician of alfonso V, descended 
from an illustrious family of physicians, a decision which gave rise to 
squabbles and bitter tensions;103 in 1446 the King entrusted the supreme 
judgeship to iosue Bennacrimi of randazzo, likewise a royal physician,104 
but in 1447 the ambassadors from the Jewish community won the right, 
on payment of 600 ounces, to redeem and abolish the office.105

after the end of the hegemony of the supreme judges, Palermo appears 
to have predominated, and there would seem to have been an embryonic 
federal representation. The preponderance of the Jews of the capital had 
long been established, and in 1393 the council of the Palermitan com-
munity had won recognition for its appeal jurisdiction for all Jews in the 
Kingdom in matrimonial matters, the city being corona caput et melior 
omnibus aliis civitatibus dicti regni, its Jewish community (universitas 
Iudeorum) should by the same token be considered to be caput et melior 
omnibus aliis aliamis predicti regni .106 in 1469 the Viceroy lópez ximen de 
urrea convoked one or two representatives from each of the great Jewish 
communities in the royal demesne; those of the queen’s demesne (camera 
reginalis) or of the great baronies paid separately: eighteen communities 
delegated Palermo.107 The consequence of the meeting of a parliament of 
the Jews of the demesne, and the establishment of a permanent represen-
tative body with a fiscal function is similar to the general deputations of 
Catalonia and sicily with which the Crown was accustomed to deal, and 
which could avail themselves of far-reaching powers to collect the sums 
levied.

in 1489 a convocation showed how sicilian Jewry had assimilated the 
system of representation and deputation: the communities were invited 

102 JS, 3: 1726; Bresc, “Gli ebrei,” p. 278.
103 JS, 4: 2052, 2056, 2077, 2082.
104 JS, 5: 2815–2816.
105 JS, 5: 2850, 2860.
106 JS, 3: 1370; Bresc, “Gli ebrei,” p. 280.
107 JS, 6: 3819; Bresc, “Gli ebrei,” p. 280.
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to send one or two delegates to Palermo, and the small communities 
were authorised to delegate their representatives to the ambassadors of 
the nearest larger community; the Jews of Palermo, being divided into 
factions, decided to have themselves be represented by six ambassadors, 
but the Viceroy allowed them just a single voice.108 in 1489, when it was 
a matter of paying the donative of 1000 ounces for the Granada venture, 
the decision was taken to form a deputation composed of abram xifuni 
of Palermo, samuel xifuni of agrigento, rabba e leo xirusu of syracuse, 
moyses de la Bonavoglia of messina, iacob Greco of Catania and Paternò, 
Geremia Cuynu of Trapani, all nominated by the general council of the 
Jews.109 a single voice, then, to each community irrespective of its demo-
graphic weight: the capital’s community was losing its hegemony over the 
others.110

Productive Activities and the Economy

The Jewish mercantile economy was founded upon a sense of communal 
belonging, competition between families and the exchange of rare and 
precious products. The Jewish population of Palermo was fully involved 
in all the spheres and productive activities that the sicilian economy of 
the early 15th century offered, often in mixed ventures with both Jews 
and Christians in them. The Jewish presence was especially prominent in 
the sugarcane industry, a specialisation lost at the beginning of the 15th 
century to the nobility and the big foreign merchants; in the tunny-fish 
nets and in the landed estates, whose products, whether in agriculture or 
in stock-breeding, were exchanged for imported textiles. The ownership 
of vines and involvement in the wine trade, activities consistent with the 
dictates of the Jewish religion, was also important.111

The enquiry conducted by iacob xarchi in 1451 brought to light three 
main professions, namely, those of notary, physician and intermediary 
(medianus).112 a Jewish presence was evident in activities or in workshops 
that were passed down from father to son, a professional stance widely 

108 JS, 7: 5177, 5185; Bresc, “Gli ebrei,” p. 281.
109 JS, 7: 5196; Bresc, “Gli ebrei,” p. 280.
110 Bresc, “Gli ebrei,” p. 281.
111 for the economic activities of sicilian Jews between the 14th and 15th centuries, see 

AE, pp. 187–243; SC, pp. 393–470.
112 JS, 5: 2961; in particular, as regards the notarius Iudeorum see mariuccia Bevilacqua 

Krasner, “il notarius Iudeorum nella comunità ebraica di Palermo nel xV secolo,” Sefer 
Yuḥasin 20 (2004), 19–37.
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recognised in 15th-century Palermo; the Jews specialised in the working 
of silk and leather, and in the dyer’s art, but they also shone as goldsmiths 
and blacksmiths; their skills in working coral and in creating fountains 
were also much appreciated.113

Relations with the Other Communities

The Crown of aragon, save for brief periods, always opted for maintaining  
in the island the ancient state of tolerance and for safeguarding the ancient 
ordinances, despite the reference to canon law made by certain popes and 
the intensification of anti-Jewish preaching, not least by franciscan spiri-
tuals and reformed Dominicans.114

an important exception were the constitutions of frederick iii, who, 
under the influence of arnold of Villanova, enacted in 1310 a programme 
of conversion and segregation of the religious minorities.115 in particu-
lar, the sovereign ensured that those who were newly baptised could not 
be apostrophised as “renegade dogs” by their former co-religionists; he 
condemned the ownership of Christian slaves and prohibited Jews from 
testifying against Christians, and likewise every form of promiscuity. The 
Jews were debarred from holding any public office, and could not practise 
medicine on Christians. not the least of such measures was the imposi-
tion upon saracens, but apparently not upon Jews, of a badge. so far as the 
Jews were concerned, the obligation to wear a badge upon their clothes, 
a circle of red cloth, was imposed in 1366 by frederick iV of aragon, who 
entrusted nicolò Papalla, friar minor and royal Chaplain, with the task 
of overseeing the implementation of this measure.116 in 1393 the martins 
ratified the ancient custom imposed upon the Jews of wearing the signum 
seu rodam amplitudinis unius carleni upon their upper garments, but rec-
ommended that this not be enforced too zealously.117

There is evidence in the documentary record for occasional anti-Jewish 
riots, in the main linked to events in the iberian peninsula or to the ritual  
violence which tended to explode during Christian religious festivals, 

113 AE, pp. 197–201; Patrizia sardina, Palermo e i Chiaromonte: splendore e tramonto 
di una signoria. Potere nobiliare, ceti dirigenti e società tra XIV e XV secolo (Caltanissetta-
rome, 2003), p. 422.

114 mariuccia Bevilacqua Krasner, “re, regine, francescani, domenicani ed ebrei in 
sicilia nel xiV e xV secolo. Potere politico, potere religioso e comunità ebraiche in sicilia,” 
Archivio storico siciliano s. iV, 24 (1998), 61–91; sardina, Palermo, pp. 402–404.

115 JS, 2: 339.
116 JS, 2: 879.
117 JS, 3: 1371, 1457, 1507, 1671.
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especially on Good friday or at moments of crisis caused by famines, epi-
demics and invasions. in Palermo we thus find traces of looting and seri-
ous violence against Jews on the eve of easter 1339,118 or on the occasion 
of the popular uprising of 1348.119

Demography and Expulsion

we have some estimates as to the demographic density of the Palermitan 
Jewish population in the second half of the 15th century: in 1452 800 fami-
lies were counted,120 whereas in 1487 ʿovadya of Bertinoro mentions some 
850 of them, a figure which corresponds to around 5000 persons if we 
posit six members to each family.121 These latter figures are higher than 
was the case at the census of 1479, which had listed 523 taxable hearths, 
that is, 2600–3000 individuals, but it is likely that on this occasion some 
families had not been registered for fiscal purposes;122 the number of 5000 
individuals is confirmed by the official deeds of the Kingdom which, in a 
memorial dated 20 June 1492 describe the serious damage it would suffer 
from the “partendosi ad uno tracto di la sua cita di Palermo chinqui milia 
persuni.”123 all in all, in the second half of the 15th century the Jews of 
Palermo would seem to have accounted for 1/5 of the city’s population, 
which then had around 25,000 inhabitants.

The edict of expulsion was issued in Granada on 31 march 1492, but it 
was known in Palermo only on 23 may and was promulgated on 1 June 
1492. after postponements, objections and stiff opposition on the part of 
the Viceroy and the upper echelons of sicilian society, 12 January 1493 was 
chosen as the final date for the Jews’ departure from the island.124

118  JS, 2: 531.
119  JS, 3: 599.
120  JS, 5: 3003.
121 hebrew text: From Italy to Jerusalem. The Letters of Rabbi Obadiah of Bertinoro from 

the Land of Israel. A Critical Edition with Introduction and Notes, ed. menachem e. artom, 
abraham David (ramat Gan, 1997), pp. 37–47: 37; italian translation: Bartolomeo lagu-
mina, “le giudaiche di Palermo e di messina descritte da obadia da Bertinoro,” Atti della 
R. Accademia di Scienze, Lettere e Arti di Palermo s. iii, iV (1897), 13–22: 13.

122 JS, 7: 4477.
123 JS, 8: 5497.
124 JS, 8: 5440; 5447; 5460; 5462; 5868; francesco renda, La fine del giudaismo in Sicilia 

(Palermo, 1993); SC, pp. 504–558.
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Jewish Cultural life

The information we have regarding the cultural life of the Jews in Palermo 
is episodic and lacking in detail. what we do possess has either not been 
carefully sifted or else is invalidated by a degree of prejudice based upon a 
failure to comprehend otherness which dates back to ʿovadya of Bertinoro’s 
letter and persists to the present day.125

The Languages

ever since the islamic period the Jews of sicily had employed hebrew and 
arabic (middle arabic), the latter spoken and written in hebrew characters, 
the so-called Judeo-arabic. The linguistic situation of the sicilian Jews 
can be described in terms of diglossia, that is, a functional differentiation 
between two languages: hebrew (and aramaic) was used in the aulic and 
official register of the liturgy and of literature, Judeo-arabic in the con-
text of the community and everyday life within the Jewish arabophone 
world. from the 12th–13th century there is evidence in the documentary 
record of contacts with the languages in use in the surrounding milieu, 
namely, latin and the romance languages; we are concerned here with 
an everyday practice and with erudition firmly rooted in Jewish society 
on the island. in the course of the 14th and 15th centuries the sicilian 
dialect also became part of the lexicon of insular Judeo-arabic, creating a 
peculiar language.126

The multilingualism of the sicilian Jews and the preservation of  
arabic are magnificently described by avraham ben shemuʾel abulafia 
(1240–c. 1292): “But the most marvellous thing is what occurred among 
the Jews of the whole island of sicily: they not only speak romance and 
Greek, that is, the languages of the latins and of the Greeks alongside 
whom they live, but have also retained the use of the arabic language 

125 for a synthesis, albeit a somewhat provisional and reductive one, of sicilian Jewish 
culture, see SC, pp. 71–76, 369–72.

126 antonino Giuffrida, Benedetto rocco, “Documenti giudeo-arabi nel sec. xV a  
Palermo,” Studi magrebini Viii (1976), 53–110; Benedetto rocco, “le tre lingue usate dagli 
ebrei in sicilia dal sec. xii al sec. xV,” in Gli ebrei in Sicilia sino all’espulsione del 1492, pp. 
355–69; id., “il giudeo-arabo e il siciliano nei secoli xii–xV: influssi reciproci,” in Atti del 
XXI congresso internazionale di linguistica e filologia romanza (Tubingen, 1998), pp. 539–45; 
annliese nef, “la langue des juifs de sicile (xiie–xVe siècles),” in henri Bresc and Chris-
tiane Veauvy, eds., Mutations d’identités en Méditerranée. Moyen Âge et époque contempo-
raine (Paris, 2000), pp. 85–97.
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learned in the past, at the time in which the ishmaelites dwelled [in the 
island].”127

Arabization and Islamicization

The islamic period can therefore be regarded as a highly formative one 
for sicilian Jewish cultural identity; such an identity evolved and was also 
enhanced diachronically by external contributions. in the late medieval 
period the arab inheritance of the sicilian Jews, the traces of arabization, 
can be identified in three points: the use of the arabic language in speech 
and in writing; an onomastics in large part faithful to the tradition of the 
Geniza and at the same time innovatory in its use of new arabic names; 
the survival of usages and customs common to the Jewish arabophone 
world together with some elements of material culture.128 last but not 
least, this cultural and linguistic inheritance also enabled the sicilian Jews 
to take on an important role as cultural mediators between either shore of 
the mediterranean, serving not only as ambassadors and interpreters but 
also as translators from the arabic, the hebrew and the Judeo-arabic.

Education

as regards the educational system, the cornerstone of every Jewish com-
munity, there are references to elementary teachers and to private tutors, 
that is, to a level of instruction capable of guaranteeing an apprenticeship 
in, and knowledge of, language and texts used in the practice of Judaism.129 
Beyond basic literacy, the documentation indicates a level of higher edu-
cation necessary to, and useful in the exercise of offices within the com-
munity. for example, at the end of the 13th century, David de medico was 
judged sufficienter literatus et bene sufficiens ad ipsum officium exercendum, 
with reference to the exercise of the sichoria; conversely, his rival sabahon 
was considered to be unfitted propter deffectum literature quem patitur.130 
likewise in the course of the 15th century it was specified that the Capit-
ula, the community’s ordinances presented to the sovereign, should be 
drafted by Jews who were sapientes et scientes.131 The existence of a higher 

127 avraham abulafia, Oṣar ‘eden ganuz, ed. amnon Gros (Jerusalem, 2000), p. 313; man-
dalà, “aḥiṭuv,” p. 60.

128 AE, p. 39.
129 SC, pp. 369–376.
130 Dictus autem Sabbaonus propter deffectum literature quem patitur, est ad id procul 

dubio minus dignus et insufficiens, JS, 1: 273 ; mandalà, “aḥiṭuv,” p. 46.
131 JS, 4: 2078.
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instruction is documented through the presence of specialised teachers 
such as robione de usueli (probably rabbi iona de usuel), expertus rabi 
legis mosaice et cerimoniarum Iudaycarum, who was granted a licence to 
teach and instruct pupils of every age in any part of sicily, holding his les-
sons in schools or outside of them (in scholis et extra), and being at liberty 
to agree his own salary (a privilege granted by alfonso the magnanimous, 
in 1434, and obviously one at odds with the practice imposed by the Jew-
ish local authorities).132 a privilege dating from 1466 and granted by King 
John gave the sicilian Jews the right to open a Studium generale, that is, 
an institution entitled to confer academic degrees.133

The Principal Authors and Their Works

it is no easy matter to sketch a social history of Jewish culture in Palermo 
which takes account of texts and genres, but also of caesuras, absences 
and continuities; the disiecta membra of cultural production and circula-
tion would seem to accord greater fortune to medicine and astronomy 
than to literature and religion.

i will therefore proceed to delineate the intellectual biographies of some 
personages who lived and were active in Palermo during the middle ages. 
The first personality to emerge in full relief was maṣliʾaḥ b. eliyya (died c. 
1056), known by the name of ibn al-Baṣaq (the arabic rendering of poseq, 
“the one who takes legal decisions”), dayyan of Palermo and an active busi-
nessman; maṣliʾaḥ studied in Baghdad with Ḥayy Ga ʾon and subsequently 
wrote a biography of him, now lost, dedicating it to shemuʾel ibn naghrīla, 
the nagid of Granada. Jewish sources tell us that maṣliʾaḥ discusses with 
Ḥayy Ga ʾon the exegesis of some verses from the Psalms, and with regard 
to Psalm Clxi, 5, the Ga ʾon invites him to consult the nestorian Patriarch 
of Baghdad. after his return to the island, maṣliʾaḥ remained in contact 
with Ḥayy Ga ʾon, and questioned him about halakic questions concern-
ing ritual slaughter; we also know that maṣlʾiaḥ’s responsa were diffused 
across the maghrib and egypt.134

Between 1170 and 1180 anaṭoli b. yosef, a Jew from marseilles and the 
future dayyan of alexandria, was in Palermo; before leaving for egypt 

132 JS, 4: 2403.
133 Studium generale facere, doctores, legum peritos, magistros et alios stipendiare et sol-

vere, et in dicto studio approbatas sciencias quascumque convenientibus ad eum iudicis et 
aliis legere et audiri facere seu permittere, et alia omnia et singula facere, JS, Vi, 3676.

134 JS, 1: 28, 41, 59, 66–68, 75, 83, 103, 109, 114, 130, 132, 139, 156; Gil, “sicily,” pp. 161–66.
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anaṭoli visited various places in the island (mazara, Termini imerese and 
messina); and last but not least made contact with the Jewish cultural 
elite of the norman capital, with whom he exchanged some poems following 
the models of the sephardic lyric tradition.135

The Mishneh Torah (composed in 1180), the summa in which moses 
maimonides codified Jewish law, combining Halaka and philosophical 
thought, circulated throughout norman-swabian sicily from an early date. 
in his first letter addressed to the community of montpellier (or mar-
seilles, according to another version), composed in september 1194 or 1195, 
maimonides states that the text had got to sicily before reaching southern  
france. The letter tackles the thorny question of belief in astrology, and 
maimonides himself stresses that if the Provençal rabbis had already 
received the Mishneh Torah they would not have questioned him regarding  
the argument: “it is plain that this work of mine has not got there, since 
otherwise you would have already known my opinion . . . i believe that 
it should arrive before this responsum of mine, for in fact that work is 
already widely available in the island of sicily, just as it is in the east, in 
the west and in yemen.” obviously at the end of the 12th century mai-
monides considered sicily to be a part of the dār al-Islām, and still wholly 
subject to the spiritual leadership which emanated from those lands.136

in the swabian period Jewish intellectuals originating in the iberian 
peninsula or Provence reached the court of the emperor frederick ii and 
became an integral part of his cultural projects. Thus, yehuda ha-Kohen 
b. matqa, yaʿaqov anaṭoli and mosheh ibn Tibbon played an active role 
both in the cultural life of the itinerant court and in the development of 
the cultural institutions sponsored by the state, as in the case of the Stu-
dium of naples. The prolonged and uninterrupted absence of the swabian 
court from the ancient sedes Regni meant that their presence in Palermo 
was not of course directly documented.137

135 samuel m. stern, “a Twelfth-Century Circle of hebrew Poets,” Journal of Jewish Studies 
(1954), 60–79; 110–12; id., “un circolo di poeti ebrei siciliani nel secolo xii,” Bollettino del 
centro di studi filologici e linguistici siciliani 4 (1956), 39–59.

136 Letters of Maimonides, ed. yitzhak shilat, 2 (Jerusalem, 1995), n. 33, p. 478; nadia 
Zeldes, “Jewish Culture in sicily in the age of frederick ii according to Jewish sources,” 
Schede medievali 47 (2009), 95–106.

137 mauro Zonta, “Traduzioni filosofico-scientifiche ed enciclopedie ebraiche alla 
corte di federico ii e dei suoi successori (secolo xiii),” Materia giudaica 13 (2008), 63–70; 
Giuseppe mandalà, “il Prologo delle Risposte alle questioni siciliane di ibn sabʿīn come 
fonte storica. Politica mediterranea e cultura arabo-islamica nell’età di federico ii,” Schede 
Medievali 45 (2007), 25–94.
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During the years of the Vespers (30 march 1282) the famous mystic and 
messiah, avraham abulafia,138 settled in the island, inspiring a Kabbalistic 
circle in messina and composing the great bulk of his writings. abulafia’s 
presence in Palermo is documented by a gloss upon the latin transla-
tion of abulafia’s De secretis Legis (Sitre Torah) by the hand of Guglielmo 
raimondo moncada alias flavius mithridates, who affirms that: “ego scio 
quod hic auctor fecit multa mirabilia Panhormi hoc anno et celebratur in 
monumentis hebreorum panhormitanorum in sicilia mirum in modum et 
scio que sunt”.139 moncada is at pains to specify that abulafia had worked 
mirabilia in the city of Palermo in the year 5040/1279–80, adding that he 
had drawn his information from monumenta, that is, “documents,” of 
those Palermitan Jews who had preserved the memory of them, and he 
also alludes to his own direct knowledge of them (“et scio que sunt”).

one of abulafia’s contemporaries was aḥiṭuv ben yiṣḥaq, physician, 
philosopher and translator, active in Palermo;140 aḥiṭuv was a represen-
tative of the sicilian Jewish élite who welcomed abulafia to the island 
(1280–c. 1292). aḥiṭuv was involved in person in the controversy (1280– 
c. 1285) between shelomoh ibn adret and abulafia, and aligned him-
self with the mystic, one of whose works, Sefer ha-mafteḥot (The Book 
of the Keys), he, along with his intimates, had commissioned.141 aḥiṭuv 
belonged to a dynasty of physicians; his father yiṣḥaq/Busach had been 
in the service of frederick ii, and his brother David had likewise been a 
physician in the first decade after the Vespers.142 up until the expulsion of 
1492 these “medici” of Palermo would move in the shadow of power, and 
would have to fight to claim back old privileges, granted by virtue of their 
ancient status as physicians.143

study of aḥiṭuv’s works reveals his abilities as man of letters and phi-
losopher, even prior to abulafia’s arrival on the island (1280); his Poem 
of the basket (Maḥberet ha-ṭeneʾ) situates him on a cultural horizon that 
is anything but provincial. aḥiṭuv takes on the task of interpreting the 

138 moshe idel, La Cabbalà in Italia (1280–1510), ed. fabrizio lelli (firenze, 2007),  
pp. 51–74; hames J. harvey, Like Angels on Jacob’s Ladder. Abraham Abulafia, the Francis-
cans, and Joachimism (new york, 2007), pp. 29–53. 

139 Vatican City, Biblioteca apostolica Vaticana, Vat. ebr. 190, f. 458v; mandalà, “aḥiṭuv,” 
pp. 38–39.

140 on the life and works of this personage see mandalà, “aḥiṭuv.”
141  The Sefer ha-mafteḥot is dated to 1289, idel, La Cabbalà, p. 71; mandalà, “aḥiṭuv,” 

pp. 37–38.
142 mandalà, “aḥiṭuv,” pp. 42–49. 
143 ibid., pp. 42–53. 
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thought of maimonides and recounts a voyage of his beyond the grave, a 
pretext for expounding the articles of Judaism ( yesodot, “fundamentals,” 
or ʿiqqarim, “principles”);144 we are plainly concerned here with an original 
sicilian reflection of the maimonidean dispute. in addition to this aspect 
of aḥiṭuv’s production one should also refer to his role as mediator from 
the arabic, or more precisely from the Judeo-arabic to the hebrew, which 
is evident in the translation of the Treatise on the Art of Logic attributed 
to maimonides.145 such activities were greatly reinforced by the cultural 
milieu to which our protagonist belonged; indeed, his intimates, that is, 
David and his two sons, samuel and Gaudius, let alone magister Muse (to 
be identified with the famous translator from arabic into latin, moses 
of Palermo), translated the ancient privileges of the norman Chancel-
lery from arabic into latin.146 The double activity of translation of this 
kind, scientific and administrative, is highly revealing; in late 13th-century 
Palermo, a distant heir to norman triumphs, aḥiṭuv and his circle were 
the only interpreters capable of tackling a translation from the arabic, be 
it the arabic in hebrew characters used by maimonides, or the arabic 
employed by the norman Chancellery. The translations were essentially 
for two different types of readers, on the one hand the educated elites of 
the Jewish communities, and on the other hand the Christian religious 
and political institutions.

in parallel to the conquest of the island by the martins, we observe a 
Jewish migratory influx consisting of individuals or groups who arrived 
from the iberian peninsula.147 The movement of population may be 
explained either by the new sovereign’s determination to reform the  
Jewish communities on the island or in the light of the crisis suffered by 
the iberian communities which culminated in the persecutions of Castile 

144 Jefim schirmann, “Zur Geschichte der hebräischen Poesie in apulien und sizilien,” 
Mitteilungen des Forschungsinstituts für hebräische Dichtung 1 (1933), 95–147: 132–47; man-
dalà, “aḥiṭuv,” pp. 56–59.

145 edition of the text by israel efros, “maimonides’ arabic Treatise on Logic Introduc-
tion,” Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research 34 (1966), 155–160; 9–42 
(arabic in hebrew characters text); additamenta by lawrence V. Berman, “some remarks 
on the arabic Texts of maimonides’ ‘Treatise on the art of logic,’ ” Journal of the Ameri-
can Oriental Society 88, 2 (1968), 340–342. regarding aḥiṭuv’s translation see israel efros, 
“Millôt ha-higgayôn. maimonides’ Treatise on Logic (Maqāla fī ṣināʿat al-manṭiq). The 
original arabic and Three hebrew Translations,” Proceedings of the American Academy for  
Jewish Research 8 (1937–38), 1–65; 1–136 (hebrew texts).

146 JS, 1: 267; 257; mandalà, “aḥiṭuv,” pp. 46–48.
147 henri Bresc, “la sicile médiévale, terre de refuge pour les juifs: migration et exil,” 

Al-Masāq. Islam and the Medieval Mediterranean 17, 1 (2006), 31–46: 36 and passim.
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(1391) and aragon, and in the dispute of Tortosa (1413–14).148 amongst 
the new arrivals was yiṣḥaq ben shelomoh ben Ṣaddiq ibn al-aḥdab, an 
exegete, astronomer, mathematician, translator and poet who lived in  
sicily between the end of the 14th and the beginning of the 15th century;149 
a pupil of the rabbi of Toledo, yehuda bar asher ii of Burgos (d. 1391), 
he had spent some years in the dār al-Islām before reaching syracuse in 
1395–96, after a shipwreck.150

in 1418 we again encounter yiṣḥaq, under the name of Gaudius 
alachadeb, citizen of Palermo, where he held the offices of arbiter, spiri-
tual judge and notarius Iudeorum.151 Gaudius/yiṣḥaq died in Palermo 
before the year 1434, and probably in the course of the year 1431. yiṣḥaq 
composed various works that fit within the context of the community’s 
existence on the island: an exegetical treatise on the Passover haggada 
which contains several allusions to the customary usages of the sicilian 
Jews;152 a brief commentary on the Biblical measures, The Golden Tongue 
(Leshon ha-zahav),153 and finally a short philosophical treatise On the defi-
nition of words (Ma ʾamar be-gidre ha-devarim).154 This production of texts 
strictly for the use of the community is flanked by significant scientific 
activity, which has had a greater impact and whose circulation has tran-
scended the bounds of the island. in syracuse, and at the invitation of 
the learned local Jewish elite, yiṣḥaq ibn al-aḥdab translated from arabic 
into hebrew, and adapted, the Talkhīṣ aʿmāl al-ḥiṣāb (Compendium on 

148 on the persecutions of 1391 see yitzhak Baer, Historia de los judíos en la España 
cristiana (Barcelona, 1998), pp. 531–60. 

149 Giuseppe mandalà, “Da Toledo a Palermo: yiṣḥaq ben shelomoh ibn al-aḥdab in 
sicilia (ca. 1395/96–1431),” in Giacomo Corazzol, mauro Perani, ed., Flavio Mitridate. Media-
tore fra culture nel contesto dell’Ebraismo siciliano del XV secolo (Caltabellotta, Agrigento, 30 
June–1 July 2008) (Palermo, 2012), pp. 1–16. 

150 london, British library, or. 2806, f. 11a; George margoliouth, Catalogue of the Hebrew 
and Samaritan Manuscripts in the British Museum. Part III. Sections VIII, IX: Miscellaneous 
MSS (london 1915 [reprinted 1965]), n. 1013, pp. 335–37: 335.

151 JS, 9: pp. 5823–5824; JS, 4: 2024; AE, p. 272. The hebrew name yiṣḥaq, literally “he 
will laugh,” was translated into latin as Gaudius, whereas the family name, which was 
of arabic origin, ibn al-aḥdab, literally “the hunchback’s son,” is rendered in the latin 
documents as Alachadeb, Abenladeb, Abeladel, Belladeb, Biladep, etc., see mandalà, “Da 
Toledo,” pp. 7–9. 

152 Haggada šel Pesaḥ. Pesaḥ dorot dine layl ha-seder u-peruš ‘al Haggada le-rabbenu 
Yiṣḥaq ben r. Shelomoh al-Aḥdab, ed. yitzhak s. spiegel (Jerusalem 2000), pp. 23, 28, 29. 

153 yitzhak s. spiegel, “lešon ha-zahav le-r. yiṣḥaq ben Šelomoh al-aḥdab,” Bekhol Dera-
kheka Da‘ehu. Journal of Torah and Scholarship 12 (2001), 5–34. 

154 munich, Bayerische staatsbibliothek, heb. 246; moritz steinschneider, Die hebraei-
schen Handschriften der K. Hof-und Staatsbibliothek in Muenchen (munich, 1895), p. 118.
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the workings of calculus) of the moroccan mathematician ibn al-Bannāʾ.155 
The astronomical works stand out in particular, and they circulated more 
widely: The Precious Instrument, or Kele ḥemda, a short treatise which 
includes two letters on the astrolabe invented in syracuse in 1396, and The 
Intermediate Instrument or Kele memuṣaʿ, a treatise in twenty-six chap-
ters in which there is a description of an astronomical instrument (equa-
torium) which combined the astrolabe with the quadrant invented by 
yaʿaqov ben makir around 1300.156 yiṣḥaq’s greatest success was the Oraḥ 
selula or Paved Way, where he develops his theories on the motion of the 
stars, and to describe the latter he includes an apparatus of tables.157 we 
encounter a latin translation of this work in the section entitled Defectus 
Solis et Lune (f. 30r–61v) of the manuscript Vaticano urbinate latino 1384, 
assembled by Guglielmo raimondo moncada, alias flavius mithridates, 
for federico da montefeltro, Duke of urbino in the year 1480–81 or 1482.158

yiṣḥaq ibn al-aḥdab had at least three sons who lived and were active 
in syracuse and Palermo: Ṣaddiq, avraham and yaʿaqov,159 and we know of 
this last that he was proficient in utraque lingua arabica videlicet et latina 
(before 1456).160 The cultural activities of this important family, the Bel-
ladeb, were rooted in the life of the sicilian communities throughout the 
15th century; in 1481, Gaudius, one of yaʿaqov’s sons, sold some medical 
treatises to the Jews of Polizzi, namely, avicenna’s Canon, maimonides’ 
Aphorisms and Galen’s Ars parva with the commentary by ʿalī b. riḍwān 
(998–c. 1061).161

155 Cambridge, university library, heb. add. 492.1 [imhm 16786], f. 1v; ilana warten-
berg, “iggeret ha-mispar by isaac ben solomon ibn al-aḥdab (sicily, 14th century),” Judaica 
64 (2008), 18–36, 149–61. 

156 Bernard r. Goldstein, “Descriptions of astronomical instruments in hebrew,” in 
David a. King and George saliba, ed., From Deferent to Equant: a Volume of Studies in the 
History of Science in the Ancient and Medieval Near East in Honor of E. S. Kennedy, annals 
of the new york academy of sciences 550 (new york, 1987), 105–141: 124–36.

157 Bernard r. Goldstein and José Chabás, “isaac ibn al-Ḥadib and flavius mithridates: 
the Diffusion of an iberian astronomical Tradition in the late middle ages,” Journal for 
the History of Astronomy 37, 2, 127, (2006), 147–72.

158 angelo michele Piemontese, “Guglielmo raimondo moncada alla Corte di urbino,” 
in mauro Perani, ed., Guglielmo Raimondo Moncada alias Flavio Mitridate. Un ebreo con-
verso siciliano. Atti del Convegno internazionale Caltabellotta (Agrigento, 23–24 ottobre 2004) 
(Palermo, 2008), pp. 151–71: 159.

159 mandalà, “Da Toledo,” pp. 9–13.
160 asP, not. n. aprea 834, f. 376 (Palermo, 20.04.1456); henri Bresc and shlomo D. 

Goitein, “un inventaire dotal de juifs siciliens (1479),” MEFR Moyen Âge-Temps Modernes 
82, 2 (1970), 903–917: 905 n. 2.

161 Carlo Borgese, Documenti editi e inediti su Polizzi Generosa e sul comprensorio delle 
Madonie (Palermo, 1999), p. 55 (notaio Giovanni Perdicaro, 24.05.1481; 29.05.1481); man-
dalà, “Da Toledo,” pp. 12–13.
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in the Palermo of the second half of the 15th century, probably before 
the conversion occurring in 1467, Guglielmo raimondo moncada, alias 
flavius mithridates, the famous sicilian Jewish convert and the translator 
of Kabbalistic works for Pico della mirandola,162 was also active. in those 
years the city was a theatre for the “invention” of epigraphic forgeries 
linked to literary traditions dating back to the Sefer Yosippon and to other 
hebrew texts; an object of mystification was the “Chaldaic” (in reality 
arabic-Kufic) inscription from the tower of Baych/Baḥr in Palermo, inter-
preted by a mysterious “Chaldean” from syria on behalf of the Dominican 
Pietro ranzano, between 1463 and 1469. others involved in the episode, 
apart from ranzano, were the Pisan Jew ysac de Guillelmo and the prae-
tor of the city, Pietro speciale, and their purpose, in an atmosphere of 
intense campanilismo, was to vaunt the primacy and antiquity of Palermo, 
a city that had, they argued, been founded by the descendants of esau, 
Zepho and eliphaz, and by “una gran compagnia di homini Chaldei, a li 
quali si adjunsino Damasceni et Phenici.”163

This context of militant erudition also featured Gerardo agliata, a 
canon of the Cathedral of Palermo and a figure with pronounced hebrew 
and Chaldaic interests (litterarum hebraicarum caldearumque interpre-
tem . . . in eisdem litteris ebraicis caldaicisque satis invigilaveritis ut aliquando 
Ecclesie Sancte Catholice aliquod ex eisdem litteris lumen afferre possitis).164 
another figure active in Palermo in the second half of the 15th century 
was yirmiyahu/Jeremiah Kohen, a member of an eminent Jewish family of 
rabbis and physicians, and the author of a commentary in hebrew upon 
the De Sphaera of menelaus of alexandria in Vat. ebr. 379, a manuscript 
which transmits texts of the astronomical school of yiṣḥaq ibn al-aḥdab.165  
De Sphaera is the only book by menelaus to have survived, a work in 

162 raffaele starrabba, “Guglielmo raimondo moncada ebreo convertito siciliano del 
sec. xV,” Archivio storico siciliano n. s., 3 (1878), 15–91; Giulio Busi, “ ‘Chi non ammirerà il 
nostro camaleonte?’. la biblioteca cabbalistica di Giovanni Pico della mirandola,” in Giulio 
Busi, L’enigma dell’ebraico nel Rinascimento (Turin, 2007), pp. 25–45.

163 Pietro ranzano, Delle origini e vicende di Palermo, ed. Gioacchino Di marzo (Palermo, 
1864), pp. 62–67; nadia Zeldes, “The last multi-Cultural encounter in medieval sicily: a 
Dominican scholar, an arabic inscription, and a Jewish legend,” Mediterranean Historical 
Review 21, 2 (2006), 159–91.

164 Cordova, 20 august 1483 [Palermo, 5 april 1484], asP, Protonotaro del regno, reg. 
107, ff. 226v–228r: 227v; raffaele starrabba, “uno studioso di lingue orientali nel secolo xV,” 
Archivio storico siciliano 4 (1879), 469–70.

165 Hebrew Manuscripts in the Vatican Library. Catalogue. Compiled by the Staff of the 
Institute of Microfilmed Hebrew Manuscripts, Jewish National and University Library, Jeru-
salem, ed. Benjamin richler, in collaboration with malachi Beit-arié and nurit Pasternak 
(Vatican City, 2008), Studi e testi, 438, pp. 321–24.
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which the spherical triangles and their application to astronomy are 
described, so that we are, in other words, at the very beginnings of spheri-
cal trigonometry. in 1471, Geremia Cuyno, the son of sabet, was accused, 
along with Benedetto Canet, of nephandum crimen,166 and the Palermitan  
Jewish community, also in order to gain the sovereign’s approval for some 
statutes, was forced to pay a settlement of 100 ounces.167 some months 
after the edict of expulsion (18 June 1492), Geremia Cuyno and David 
lu medicu translated the accounts of the community of Palermo into 
latin, and claimed from the authorities a salary for this service (Palermo,  
26 november 1492).168

Medicine and Cultural Circulation

The sicilian Jews were especially noted for the practice of medicine. 
although there is virtually no reference to this fact in the documents from 
the Geniza, the presence of physicians is implied by the extensive trade 
in drugs and spices which transited through the island. a copious number 
of Jewish physicians were in evidence in Palermo and in sicily at different 
points between the 13th and 15th centuries; they were at the summit of a 
Jewish oligarchy which acquired the royal familiaritas in virtue of the art, 
and therefore enjoyed fiscal exemptions and privileges, even to the detri-
ment of the community itself. as intermediaries between community and 
monarchy, the richest and most famous sicilian magistri physici controlled 
the heights of their community’s institutions, exercised the function of 
judge in the rabbinical court (curia Iudeorum), as did Vita xifuni, abraam 
Belladeb, moyses Chazeni, iosef xunnina, or likewise came to occupy the 
office of dienchelele or “supreme judge,” as was the case with moyses de la 
Bonavoglia and iosue Bennacrimi. medical knowledge was handed down 
in the familial sphere or in that of the wider community; from the 14th–
15th century the wealthier studied in the universities of Padua, Bologna 
and ferrara, and obtained their licence after taking the chief physician’s 
examination.

as yet we possess no medical works composed on the island, though 
in Palermo and in some other places there are plentiful traces of the  
circulation of texts and manuscripts, for example, Avicenna’s Canon,  

166 JS, 6: 3913.
167 JS, 6: 3920.
168 asP, Conservatoria di Registro, vol. 872, f. 183rv; mandalà, “aḥiṭuv,” p. 60 n. 158.
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arabic but in hebrew characters and transcribed in Palermo in 1246,169 or 
a “Judeo-arabic” miscellany containing medical works, copied at Palermo 
in 1342, both works transcribed by, and having belonged to Palermitan 
Jewish physicians.170 apart from their intrinsically medical interest, the 
colophons document a concern with Jewish philosophy: the treatise Emuna 
rama by avraham ibn Dāʾūd was copied at Palermo in 1475.171

The circulation of texts and manuscripts is also documented by the 803 
volumes mentioned in sicilian notarial documentation; we are concerned 
here with books that belonged to Jews who were living on the island during 
the 15th century. The volumes certainly represent a part, albeit somewhat 
fortuitously selected, of the cultural interests of the sicilian Jews; Biblical 
books and prayer books, parts of the mishna and of the Talmud, texts 
from the post-Talmudic rabbinical literature, religion and philosophy, but 
also hebrew grammar, commentaries, Qabbala and letters, as well as texts 
in latin and in Judeo-arabic (morisco). in Palermo there feature some lists 
of books that can be ascribed to private libraries, like that of magister Vita 
xifuni, judeus medicus civis Panormi, which numbers forty-one volumes 
of medicine and of other sciences (Palermo, 1 December 1443);172 or the 
inventory of the very rich library of nissim de randacio (Palermo, 14–16 
september 1478) in which seventy-two books concerned with religious 
matters are listed in detail.173 The books mentioned in the inventories 
are manuscripts, but shortly before the expulsion printed works put on 

169 modena, Biblioteca estense α.n.5.15, Canon of avicenna, arabic but in hebrew  
characters, copied in Palermo, perhaps in 1286 (or 1246) by shemuʾel ben yosef ha-rofeʾ, 
for his own use; the copyist’s son, ‘immanu’el, has added a note in hebrew, in sciacca, 
in 1322–23. The letters indicating the date in the colophon, written in Judeo-arabic, have 
been almost entirely cancelled and rewritten as [504]6 (1286); this annotation would seem 
to confirm the date of 1286, since otherwise it is hard to see how its author could be the 
son of the original copyist 76 years after the date at which the text had been copied; Carlo 
Bernheimer, Catalogo dei manoscritti orientali della Biblioteca Estense (rome, 1960), n. 43.

170 Vatican City, Biblioteca apostolica Vaticana, ebraico 361, a miscellany, in arabic 
but in hebrew characters, containing an explanation of the foreign words in the Penta-
teuch (Perush ha-millot ha-zarot ba-Torah); a list of medicinal herbs and their properties; 
a fragment from the Viaticum (Ṣedat ha-deraḥim), a medical treatise by aḥmad b. ibrāhīm 
ibn al-Jazzār translated from the arabic into hebrew by mosheh ibn Tibbon; other short 
treatises, a dictionary and some commercial correspondence; copied at Palermo in 1342 by 
Dawid b. eliyya ha-rofeʾ for yiṣḥaq ha-rofeʾ ben nissim ha-zaqen, see Hebrew Manuscripts, 
pp. 303–305. 

171 Vatican City, Biblioteca apostolica Vaticana, ebraico 341, Emuna rama by avraham 
b. Dā ʾūd, in hebrew, copied at Palermo in 1475 by yiṣḥaq ben shelomoh, known as Jabal, 
for mosheh ben mattatya known as Ḥazzan, see Hebrew Manuscripts, p. 290. 

172 henri Bresc, Livre et société en Sicile (1229–1499) (Palermo, 1971), pp. 88, 170.
173 ibid., pp. 177, 263–66.



474 giuseppe mandalà

sale by Jewish merchants coming from northern italy, for example, abram  
de fano (1477–1482) and ysac raba (1492), also began to appear on the 
Palermitan market.174

Ritual and Traditions

from ʿovadya’s description, and from the huge quantity of archival docu-
ments, various pieces of information have come to light regarding the 
customs, traditions and popular religiosity of the Jews of Palermo, though 
they have yet to be adequately assessed and contextualised.175 where 
the peculiarities of the rite followed by the sicilian Jews are concerned, 
and despite there being a certain number of texts available, the research 
remains largely inconclusive; there would appear to have been differences 
within the various communities on the island, and probably within the 
Palermitan community itself.176 it may be that there is an allusion to this 
plurality in the Ḥizunim ke-minhag ha-maʿaravim she-nitgoreru be-Siṣiliya 
(Liturgical hymns according to the rite of the Westerners who used to live 
in Sicily), printed at Constantinople in 1580, and preserved in a unique, 
incomplete copy at the Jewish Theological seminary of new york; we can-
not rule out the possibility that the maʿaravim, that is, the “westerners,” 
were the descendants of the Jews of the Garbo who arrived in Palermo 
and in sicily in 1239.177

Jewish settlement

Jewish settlement is an essentially urban phenomenon; the city is the 
place in which the religious life and that of the community unfolded, and 

174 ibid., pp. 224, 225, 226, 324.
175 elliot horowitz, “Towards a social history of Jewish Popular religion. r. obadiah 

of Bertinoro on Jews of Palermo,” The Journal of Religious History 17, 2 (1992), 138–51; SC, 
pp. 387–92.

176 ariel Viterbo, Il rito liturgico e le feste degli ebrei di Sicilia, in nicolò Bucaria, michele 
luzzati, angela Tarantino, eds., Ebrei e Sicilia (Palermo, 2002), pp. 127–33: 129.

177 The copy consists of 190 surviving folios; the work is a formulary of the prayers for 
feast-days and special sabbaths; it contains 327 piyyuṭim (poetic compositions for liturgi-
cal use) for sabbaths and feast-days (excluding the day of Kippur), amongst them 209 
compositions not known in other sources; the authors identified are 55 in number, and 
amongst them 8 are likewise unknown, see shlomo Bernstein, “remains of Poems from the 
Golden age,” Hebrew Union College Annual xVi (1941), 99–159: 100–103 (in hebrew); Cecil 
roth, “Jewish intellectual life in medieval sicily,” Jewish Quarterly Review xlVii–xlViii 
(1956–58), 317–35: 332–33; Viterbo, “il rito liturgico,” p. 128. 
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in which the technical, economic and commercial specialisations of the 
Jews took shape. in the islamic period (1050–1060) a foreign Jew reaching 
sicily acquired rights of residence by inscribing his name in the register 
of imposts (al-qānūn);178 from the 13th century local legislation began to 
reflect an urban dualism between Jews who were cives and those who 
were exteri or externi, that is, between Jews who were citizens and those 
who were foreigners;179 citizenship in Palermo entailed tax burdens and 
concessions, and it was a privilege that one acquired either through mar-
riage or after a prolonged period of residence (one year, one month, one 
week and one day).180

Jewish life was focussed upon the synagogue, the hall (known in 
hebrew as keneset, but in sicily also as miskita, loaned from the arabic 
masjid) in which religious services were held, a structure that would often 
also include outbuildings for the use of the community, such as meeting 
rooms, schools, charitable institutions and hospitals. every community 
had also to be provided with a ritual bath (miqweh), a slaughterhouse and 
a cemetery, strictly located outside the walls. This set of structures serving 
the needs of the community constituted the nucleus around which the 
dwelling-places and workshops of the Jews tended to be concentrated, 
giving rise to a separate but not exclusive quarter. in medieval sicily the 
“ghetto” did not exist; the communities assembled for religious reasons, 
whereas any coercive measures as regards residence promulgated by the 
political and administrative authorities were few and far between.

The Topography

The settlement of Jews in Palermo had already been noted by ibn Ḥawqal 
in 973;181 this traveller describes two distinct cities (al-madīna), both  
furnished with walls, the Cassaro/al-qaṣr and the Kalsa/al-Khāliṣa. he 
further mentions three quarters situated outside the walls: the quarter of 
the sclavonians/Ḥārat al-Ṣaqāliba; the new quarter/Ḥārat al-Jadīda; the 
quarter of the ibn siqlāb mosque/Ḥārat masjid ibn siqlāb. yet only forty 
years after ibn Ḥawqal’s visit the quarter of the ibn siqlāb mosque and the 

178  JS, 1: 127; AE, p. 27.
179  for the documents see above; straus, Gli Ebrei, pp. 35, 77.
180 on citizenship see ACFUP, 7. Registri di Lettere (1340–48), ed. laura sciascia  

(Palermo, 2007), doc. 161, pp. 164–68; illuminato Peri, Villani e cavalieri nella Sicilia medi-
evale (rome-Bari, 1993), p. 84; Pietro Corrao, “uomini d’affari stranieri nelle città siciliane 
del tardo medievo,” Revista d’historia medieval 11 (2000), 139–62: 152.

181  ibn Ḥawqal, BAS ar., 1: p. 16; BAS it., 1: 21. 
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quarter of the sclavonians would seem to have been ringed by their own 
walls.182 when describing the nine gates in the walls of the Cassaro, ibn 
Ḥawqal adds that outside the gate of iron/bāb al-Ḥadīd183 was to be found 
the quarter of the Jews or ḥārat al-yahūd;184 we are therefore concerned 
here with a “quarter”, perhaps a simple street or district, forming part of 
one of the three urban divisions extra moenia, probably the quarter of the 
ibn siqlāb mosque.185

in the documents from the Geniza there is mention of some places 
frequented by Jews: the simāṭ [al-balāṭ], the ruga or via Marmorea, the 
main artery and commercial street of the city already described by ibn 
Ḥawqal; the mashraba, a spring or well we cannot identify; the funduq 
al-Samanṭārī, a storehouse where Jews in transit stayed and kept their 
goods, and also funduq al-zabīb, “the storehouse of the grapes.”186 already 
in the islamic period one can postulate the existence of an auction market, 
and such a function could have been performed in the building known as 
the Rachaba (arabic: Raḥaba), which 12th-century documents place in the 
street of the spice-sellers (al-ʿaṭṭārīn).187

The topography altered radically between the 11th and 12th centuries: 
the old Jewish quarter, together with the urbanised area outside the walls 

182 Kitāb Gharāʾib, it., 409–449: 420–23 : 421–22, 433–34. 
183 The gate of iron was subsequently called the porta Iudaica; it was located near to 

the present-day via dell’università, next to via omodei; nearby was built the church of 
sant’elia de porta Iudaica, now demolished, formerly in the area of the cloister of the 
church of s. Giuseppe dei Teatini, see Giovanni Di Giovanni, La topografia antica dal secolo 
X al XV, 2 vols. (Palermo, 1889–1890), 1: pp. 224, 251, 453, 447; adalgisa De simone, “Palermo 
nei geografi e viaggiatori arabi del medioevo,” Studi Magrebini ii (1968), 129–89: 138–45, 
148–49 e n. 76; rosario la Duca, Repertorio bibliografico degli edifici religiosi di Palermo 
(Palermo 1991), p. 90; franco D’angelo, “la città di Palermo tra la fine dell’età araba e la 
fine dell’età normanna,” in La città di Palermo nel Medioevo, ed. franco D’angelo (Palermo, 
2002), pp. 7–33: 14. 

184 aside from the Ḥārat abī Ḥimāz identified by ibn Ḥawqal as being outside the gate 
without a name (but which we now know to have been the bāb sūq al-dajāj, “the gate of 
the Chicken market”), the Kitāb Gharāʾib al-funūn wa-mulaḥ al-ʿuyūn (c. 1020) and the map 
contained within it indicates the existence of other extra-urban “quarters” (ḥāra), graphi-
cally endowed with walls: to the south-west of the city the Ḥārat al-Tājī (the quarter of 
al-Tājī), endowed with or connected to the walls; the Ḥārat al-farīda (the quarter of the 
Divine Precept); and the Ḥāra tusammà muṣallà abī Ḥajar (the quarter called the place of 
prayer of abū Ḥajar”), indicated in the map as being without any walls; to the south the 
Ḥārat banī lakhm (the quarter of the banū lakhm); to the south-east the Ḥārat kanīsat 
al-farūḥ (the quarter of the Church of Joy) and the Ḥārat ḥufrat ghullān (the quarter of the 
Ditch of the acacia trees), see Kitāb Gharāʾib, pp. 420–23.

185 De simone, “Palermo,” p. 148 n. 76.
186 Gil, “sicily,” p. 146.
187 AE, p. 26; 421; in the islamic period we already hear of a square, a meeting-place 

(maḥḍar) called al-Raḥba, see Kitāb Gharāʾib it., p. 421.
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of the Cassaro, was now to be found inside the new city walls, in a position 
that was nonetheless decentred as regards the seat of power, the Galka and 
the royal palace.188 During the 12th century the enduring presence of the 
Jews in the old Jewish quarter is implied by the miniature in the Liber ad 
honorem Augusti of Peter of eboli, which he wrote between 1194 and 1197; 
there the Jews are placed in the quarter known as Ideisin, which roughly 
corresponds to the future albergheria; the toponym refers to al-dayyāṣīn, 
those who worked on the dīs (ampelodesmos mauritanicus) a plant that is 
commonly found in the Palermitan region and was used, amongst other 
things, to make fishing nets (see fig. 10.2).189 nonetheless from the norman 
period onwards the houses of the Jews tended to be concentrated in the 
quarter of the Cassaro, in the shadow of the royal palace, in close prox-
imity to the houses of muslims and Christians, as is testified by a Greek 
deed of 1146 in which the house of the Jew seba stands within a courtyard 
belonging to eugenius, son of George of antioch, and which adjoins the 
house of Phator, of Temmem, of Bozallo, and of the son of Bouchairies.190

notwithstanding the fact that already in the norman-swabian period 
city legislation denied Jews and saracens the ius prothimiseos, that is, 
the right of pre-emption over a neighbour’s house,191 and the fact that at 
the beginning of the 14th century higher rates of taxation were applied 
to the purchase of immovable goods belonging to Christians (platea 
someriorum),192 the tendency to live within the Cassaro greatly intensified 
between the 13th and the 14th century.193 in 1239 the emperor frederick ii  
intervened, forcing the Jews of the Garbo to live outside the walls of 
the Cassaro, possibly in casalina to be built with that purpose in mind,194  

188 Pezzini, “articolazioni,” pp. 733–38; roberta sciortino, “archeologia del sistema for-
tificato medievale di Palermo. nuovi dati per la conoscenza della seconda cinta muraria 
(tardo x–xii secolo),” Archeologia medievale xxxiV (2007), 283–96; franco D’angelo, “la 
Palermo araba del xii secolo descritta da hugo falcandus,” Schede medievali 47 (2009), 
153–76.

189 Bern, Burgerbibliothek, cod. 120, c. 98r; Giovan Battista siragusa, “sulla topografia 
medievale di Palermo,” Rendiconti della R. Accademia dei Lincei xxii, fasc. 3 (1913), 45–66; 
maria andaloro, “federico e la sicilia fra continuità e discontinuità,” in Federico e la Sicilia: 
dalla terra alla corona. Arti figurative e arti suntuarie, ed. maria andaloro, 2: pp. 2–30: 4–5 
and fig. 3; Pezzini, “articolazioni,” pp. 746–47.

190 Cusa, 1: Vi, pp. 71–73; AE, p. 26; the same document also features the house of Bou 
sechel the Jew, son of Bourripch.

191  JS, 1: 196.
192  JS, 2: 342.
193 as regards the Jewish presence in the Cassaro at the end of the 13th century, see JS, 

1: 260; 261; 296; 297.
194  RF, 1: n. 261, pp. 263–267.
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and in 1312 frederick iii ordered the expulsion of all the Jews from the 
Cassaro, a discriminatory measure that caused the immediate emptying 
of the quarter.195 frederick iii’s order could have been dictated by a con-
cern to create a royal space, one that was fully religious and reinforced 
by the iberian call-s created by alfonso iii under the influence of arnold 
of Villanova and of the spiritual franciscans.196 The Cassaro would sub-
sequently be repopulated by “burgenses terrarum et locorum circumi-
acentium,” endowed with the same rights and subject to the same fiscal 
burdens as the previous inhabitants;197 already shortly before, in 1321, 
Jews were living in the Cassaro, and the praetor of Palermo obliged the  
magister xurte (chief of police) not to harrass them, an instruction reiter-
ated in 1339.198

apart from this lull, the Jewish presence is constantly documented 
in the Cassaro up until the expulsion, to such an extent, indeed, that 
in 1487 ʿovadya of Bertinoro declared: “Palermo is the great and chief 
city of the Kingdom of sicily, and there are some 850 householders, all 
gathered in one street [quarter], the best of the land.”199 The Palermitan 
notarial deeds of the 15th century delineate a dense presence of Jewish 
houses and shops on either side of the platea marmorea, the principal 
artery of the Cassaro and of the city, adjoining noble churches and palaces  
(we are especially concerned here with the zone of the Cancelliere, the 
monasteries of montervergini, of santa Caterina, the martorana, s. Giacomo 
la marina, santa maria la nuova, s. Teodoro, s. Biagio and s. ippolito).200  
in the Cassaro the presence of the houses of illustrious Jewish physicians 
left a tangible sign in the toponomastics, as in the case of the vanella of 
magister David lu medicu or of moyses Chetibi.”201 no sooner is one 
outside the Cassaro than the Jewish houses cluster in the area of the old 

195  JS, 2: 341.
196 David abulafia, Le attività economiche degli ebrei siciliani attorno al 1300, in Gli ebrei 

in Sicilia sino all’espulsione del 1492, pp. 89–95: 93; henri Bresc, “spazio e potere nella  
Palermo medievale,” in Cataldo roccaro, ed., Palermo medievale. Testi dell’VIII colloquio 
medievale (Palermo, 26–27 aprile 1989) (Palermo, 1998), pp. 7–18: 11.

197  JS, 2: 340, 341.
198 JS, 2: 349, 528, 529. 
199 From Italy to Jerusalem, pp. 37–38; SC, p. 252; italian translation lagumina, “le giu-

daiche,” p. 13.
200 antonino Giuffrida, “ ‘lu quartieri di lu Cassaru’. note sul quartiere del Cassaro a 

Palermo nella prima metà del secolo xV,” MEFR. Moyen Âge-Temps Modernes 83, 1 (1971), 
439–82; salvatore Graditi, “fonti notarili inedite per la storia degli ebrei in sicilia,” in Gli 
ebrei in Sicilia sino all’espulsione del 1492, pp. 55–74.

201  mandalà, “aḥiṭuv,” pp. 48–49; JS, 14: p. 9116.
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Jewish quarter, the iudaica (contrata Iudayce civitatis Panormi),202 in 
which arose the court of the Praetor, the seat of civic power (from 1320 
onwards).203 There were few houses around the synagogue, in whose 
vicinity were to be found the Jewish warehouse and slaughterhouse, the 
whole surrounded by gardens and artisans’ workshops. 204

Between 1300 and 1400 Jewish housing and furnishings were no different 
from that of the other Palermitans.205 in the 15th century the immovable 
patrimony was not confined just to the Cassaro and to iudaica, but was 
also extended along the axes of the albergheria and seralcadi. in 15th-
century Jewish Palermo there was frequently some disjuncture between 
house and shop, between residential centre and public square; many 
Jewish shops were located along the platea marmorea, right next to the 
houses or on the ground floor of case solerate, but the upper quarter was 
not a very active commercial centre.

other Jewish shops, whether owned or rented, were in the via dei  
Pisani or the via dei Catalani, on the main axis which runs from s. fran-
cesco to s. Giacomo la marina. a guild specialisation also prevailed, with 
the smiths being at the ferraria of porta Iudaica close to the synagogue, 
while the spice-sellers and haberdashers had shops in the lattarini in the 
albergheria, the artisans working in leather being based at the Conceria  
in the seralcadi. some warehouses belonging to Jews were scattered 
within the urban network extending between san Giacomo la marina, 
the port, the salt mill, the public brothel and the fieravecchia (piazza 
rivoluzione).206 Those artisanal activities considered to be none too clean 
or else dangerous, such as oil presses, were placed at a distance from resi-
dential quarters, on the periphery of the city or near to gardens where one 
could have the detritus dried and thrown out, in the ferraria, the Guilla, 
the seralcadi and the fieravecchia.207

extra-urban properties, orchards, gardens and smallholdings are occa-
sionally mentioned in the documents from the Geniza and in the nor-
man period, allowing us a valuable glimpse into land ownership among 

202 JS, 1: 299.
203 Pietro Gulotta, “le vicende del Palazzo municipale fra documenti e cronache,” in 

Camillo filangeri, Pietro Gulotta, maria antonietta spadaro, eds., Palermo, Palazzo delle 
Aquile, La residenza municipale tra arte e storia (Palermo 2004), pp. 13–74: 15.

204 AE, pp. 114–15. 
205 AE, pp. 155–74.
206 AE, pp. 114–15.
207 AE, p. 115.
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the Palermitan Jews,208 which is well documented at the end of the 15th 
century; in the environs of Palermo their landed estates extended as far 
as falsomiele, sant’elia, favara, Terre rosse, s. maria delle Grazie, the 
Colli area, scala, malaspina, Zisa, margi; the properties of the Palermitan 
Jews were not only to be found in the city and its immediate vicinity, 
but included fields and vineyards in ficarazzi, Termini imerese, Ciminna, 
nicosia, monreale, alcamo, and marsala.209

Community Structures (Synagogue, Ritual Bath,  
Slaughterhouse, Cemetery)

however, apart from the residential presence concentrated in the Cassaro 
but extending across a good part of the urban zone, the beating heart 
of the Jewish community remained for centuries in the iudaica, around 
the synagogue, the miskita Iudeorum, that is, the area circumscribed  
by the present-day streets named Ponticello, Calderai, s. Cristoforo e  
Giardinazzo, in the albergheria.210 The very existence of a synagogue indi-
cates an enduring Jewish presence, since no sooner had a group of Jews 
established itself in a specific site than it would create a place in which 
to meet and pray, a necessity that prompted its most pressing request 
to the authorities. at synagogue one met to discuss the circumstances of 
individual members of the community, to help or to admonish, to lend a 
hand or to punish. in its premises the division of the taxes levied upon 
the Jews was decided upon, while the group’s officers were chosen and 
elected. rather than being a house of prayer the synagogue was therefore 
the headquarters of the aljama (arabic: al-jamāʿa) or universitas Iudeo-
rum, the term used to refer to every organised Jewish community of any 
size; the rabbinical court and the court of arbitration of the Jewish com-
munity likewise had its headquarters in the synagogue.

news of the existence of synagogues in Palermo could already be gleaned 
from the letters of Gregory the Great (october 598). indeed, Bishop Victor 
had: synagogas in civitate Panormitana positas cum hospitiis suis fuisse ab 
eo inrationabiliter occupatas; we cannot ascertain their exact location, but 
we know that they were already structures that were lavishly furnished 

208 JS, 1: 131; JS, 1: 185.
209 francesco Giunta, laura sciascia, “sui beni patrimoniali degli ebrei di Palermo,” in 

Gli ebrei in Sicilia sino all’espulsione del 1492, pp. 175–252: 173.
210 lagumina, “le giudaiche,” p. 14 n.1; salvo Di matteo, “la giudecca di Palermo dal x 

al xV secolo,” in romualdo Giuffrida, aldo sparti, salvo Di matteo, eds., Fonti per la storia 
dell’espulsione degli ebrei dalla Sicilia (Palermo, 1992), pp. 61–84: 65, 80, 82.
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and connected to hospitia and gardens (cum his hospitiis quae sub ipsis 
sunt, vel earum parietibus cohaerent, atque hortis ibi coniunctis . . . Codices 
vero vel ornamenta pariter ablata quaeruntur).211

in the islamic period the first mention of the keneset, the synagogue, 
dates to c. 1020, and emerges from the letter that abū l-Ḥayy b. Ḥākim, av 
bet din of Palermo, sent to Ḥananya ha-Kohen in Jerusalem, when seeking 
to justify a failure to send a sum of money.212 another document from the 
Geniza refers to a “house of prayer” from which the Jews of the city had 
been driven out (nigroshenu me-bet tefillatenu), but the reference itself 
and the dating of the text are somewhat problematic.213

at the beginning of the 12th century there is a mention of the ekklesia 
ton Iudaion, the synagogue of the Jews, in a dorsal note in Greek on an 
arabic parchment belonging to the Charters of santa maria della Grotta 
(before 506/1112).214 The first topographic information we have on the 
synagogue comes from a document dated to the year (a. m. 6692) 1184 
and not to 1094, as has been repeated, in error, time and time again;215 it 
concerns the donation by eugenius tou Kalou/abū l-Ṭayyib216 of a plot 
to the monastery of santa maria della Grotta, and in it the synagogue is 
situated along the river Kemonia, and abuts on a place called Phacaer.217 
The same synagogue also features in a document from 1338, in which leo-
nus millac “unius ex syndicis sinagoge iudeorum Panormi” rented out for 

211  JS, 1: 20.
212 JS, 1: 39; Gil, “sicily,” p. 153. 
213 Ben sasson, The Jews, 3, p. 18, l. 15; JS, 1: 50; according to Gil the document may 

be dated to c. 940, but according to Ben sasson and Zeldes to 1130–40, see Gil, “sicily,”  
pp. 102–13; nadia Zeldes, “a Geniza letter Pertaining to the history of sicilian Jewry in the 
muslim Period. a reevaluation,” Zion 35 (1988), 57–64 (in hebrew). 

214 The parchment, once held to be lost, is preserved at the biblioteca liciniana in Ter-
mini imerese, Charters of s. maria della Grotta, a 27; for an edition of the text, see Cusa, 
2: pp. 610–13. 

215 The document had already been correctly amended on the basis of the eighteenth-
century latin summary of Giovanni amato, by Carlo alberto Garufi, see. P. ioannes maria 
amatus Panormitanus s. J., Basilianae Abbatiae S. Mariae de Cripta Panormi Monumenta 
greca, latina, sicula, italica, ispanica ex privatis, publicis, regiisque Tabulis collecta, ms. della 
BCP, qq h 9, ff. 300r–301v; Carlo alberto Garufi, I documenti inediti dell’epoca normanna in 
Sicilia. Parte prima (Palermo, 1899), n. lxxix, pp. 195–96, for the analysis of the data, ibid., 
pp. xxVii–xxix (to which should be added the errata-corrige on p. lii); Gaetano maria 
Columba, “note di topografia medievale palermitana,” Archivio Storico Siciliano 35 (1910), 
325–47: 336, n. 2; 341 (reconstruction of the text), with an Appendice by Carlo alfonso nal-
lino, ibid., pp. 348–50.

216 on this personage see Johns, Arabic Administration, pp. 170–71. 
217 on the term Phachaer from the arabic fakhkhār, “potter,” and interpreted by s. Cusa 

as “forecourt of the potter’s workshop,” see De simone, “Palermo,” p. 174 n. 198; on this 
passage see also JS, 1: 305. 
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a year to nicolò Burgisio “chirbam unam ipsius sinagoge sitam retro et 
secus eandem sinagogam ex una parte et iuxta flumen Ballaro ex altera 
et alios confines totam.”218 Plainly, the synagogue was situated along the 
course of the Kemonia/flumen Ballaro, at the very same site upon which 
there arose the building visited by ʿovadya of Bertinoro in 1487, of which 
a magnificent and detailed description has come down to us:

The synagogue (bet ha-keneset) in Palermo has no equal in the country and 
among the nations, and [everybody] praises it. in the outer courtyard grow 
vines on stone pillars. They have no equal: i measured one vine five palms 
thick. from there a stone stairway leads to the court before the synagogue, 
surrounded by a portico on three sides, equipped with chairs for those who 
do not wish to enter the synagogue for one reason or another. There is a fine 
and beautiful well. on the fourth side there is the portal of the synagogue. 
The synagogue is square, forty on forty ells. Toward the east there is the 
sanctuary (hekal), a pretty stone structure like a chapel. Because they will 
not put the scrolls of the law in an aron. instead they put them in the sanc-
tuary, on a wooden platform, with their housings and crowns on top and 
silver finials and crystal on the columns. i was told that the silver, crystal and 
gold embroidery in the sanctuary were worth 4000 gold pieces. The sanctu-
ary has two exits, south and north. Two trustees from among the community 
are in charge of the doors. in the middle of the synagogue there is a wooden 
tower, the dais to which the cantors (ḥazzanim) ascend to pray. The com-
munity has hired five cantors. They pray on sabbaths and holidays with 
pleasant voices and melodies. i have never seen anything like it among Jews 
anywhere. But on weekdays few come to synagogue, a boy may count them. 
There are many rooms [grouped] round the synagogue, such as the room 
of the hospice with beds for the sick and shelterless foreigners from distant 
lands; the room of the ritual bath (lishkat miqweh ha-mayim); the great and 
beautiful room of the officers, where they sit in judgment and deliberate on 
public affairs.219

on 6 october 1492 a group of Jews sold the complex of the miskita Iude-
orum to the noble Cristina Di salvo; this was a dense estate of houses 
located in the area between via Calderai and via Giardinaccio, which sub-
sequently Di salvo donated to suor lucrezia Di leo, who founded there a 
nunnery of poor Clares, later abandoned when the river Kemonia flooded, 
and occupied from 1582 to 1596 by the archive of the guild of notaries.  
in 1606 the friars of the order of the augustinians began to build the  

218 JS, 2: 527; the sicilian term chirba, from the arabic khirba, should be taken to mean 
“small garden,” not “ruin,” see G. Caracausi, Arabismi medievali di Sicilia (Palermo, 1983), 
pp. 187–89. 

219 hebrew text: From Italy to Jerusalem, pp. 38–39; translation of SC, p. 252; italian 
translation: lagumina, “le giudaiche,” pp. 16–20.
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present-day Church of s. nicolò da Tolentino, and tradition, borne out by 
a commemorative epigraph still in situ, has it that it was on the site of the 
old synagogue.220

as to the foundation and planimetry of the building, Bartolomeo lagu-
mina had suggested an islamic ancestry; this scholar had hypothesised 
that, after the departure of the muslims from the city (1160–c. 1220), the 
Jews of Palermo had occupied the site of the ancient mosque of ibn siqlāb 
mentioned by ibn Ḥawqal; the hypothesis, revived in recent studies,221 has 
nonetheless turned out to be wholly mistaken: it is more than plausible 
that the synagogue should have been located in the same quarter and in 
the same area ever since the islamic period; as for the obvious islamic 
echo in the architecture of the building, it is a well-known fact that the 
synagogues of islamic countries draw inspiration from local styles, and the 
ancient synagogue of Palermo was no exception.

what survives of the synagogue described by ʿovadya, or so it would 
seem, is the well-head with hebrew inscription and heraldic coats of arms 
of the house of aragon (1282–1413), at present housed in the cloister of the 
magione but formerly in the church of santa maria del Cancelliere.222

The existence of only one miskita is confirmed by the 15th-century 
documents which recite congregatos intus Meskite eorum e constituti intus 
eorum Iayma seu Muskita,223 yet in the year 1269 we have a reference to 
the existence of another synagogue (domus Iudeorum) within the city  
centre, in an area very far from the Jewish quarter, in regione Seralcadi. 
This reference is to a plot given once again to the monastery of santa 
maria della Grotta, whose boundaries were as follows: ab oriente est via 
publica et tenimentum unum domorum Nicolai Corviserii, ab occidente est 

220 asP, notaio Domenico De leo, 1, c. 110; on the events surrounding this area, see lagu-
mina, “le giudaiche,” pp. 16–17 n. 1; nino Basile, “la moschita, il Giardinaccio, la Guzzetta, 
l’ospedaletto,” in Palermo felicissima. Divagazioni d’arte e di storia, ed. rosario la Duca, 3 
vols. (Palermo, 1978), 3: pp. 185–93; francesco Vergara, “la contrada della moschita: primi 
risultati di un’indagine sul sito dell’archivio storico Comunale di Palermo,” in Palermo 
e la sua Provincia. Gli archivi per la storia del territorio, Atti del Convegno (Palermo, P.zzo 
Butera, 19–20 dicembre 1994), Gli archivi non statali in sicilia, studi e ricerche, 3 (Palermo, 
1998), pp. 45–57.

221  David Cassuto, “la meschita di Palermo,” in Architettura judaica in Italia: ebraismo, 
sito, memorio dei luoghi (Palermo, 1994), pp. 29–39: 36; nicolò Bucaria and David Cassuto, 
“la sinagoga e i miqweh di Palermo alla luce dei documenti e delle scoperte archeolog-
iche,” Archivio storico siciliano s. iV, xxxi (2005), 171–209: 189–92.

222 Bucaria, Cassuto, “la sinagoga,” pp. 189–90.
223 JS, 9: p. 5805; 10: p. 6383; congregati intus Miskitam Sinagoge Iudeorum, 11: p. 6916; in 

loco solito congregatorum, ut moris est, 12: p. 7669.
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Synagoga et domus Iudeorum.224 The presence of a synagogue in an area, 
distinct and separate, and largely depopulated since the departure of the 
muslims, fits perfectly with the arrival in Palermo of the Jews of the Garbo 
(1239), who were in open dispute with the local community and asked 
to be allowed to build a synagogue of their own (frederick ii prohibited 
construction from scratch, but suggested that they set about rebuilding a 
ruined or abandoned structure).225

as is evident from ʿovadya’s description the ritual bath (miqweh ha-
mayim) was attached to the synagogue.226 recently a second ritual bath 
has been identified, purportedly dating from “late antiquity,” in the 
courtyard of the present-day Biblioteca Comunale, in the area of the Casa 
Professa, but one should take full account of the harsh criticisms voiced 
against this hypothesis.

The Jewish slaughterhouse, the macellus Iudeorum or buchiria Iudeorum, 
was from the 14th century once again in the vicinity of the synagogue, on 
the northern side of the great courtyard of the meschita, looking out on 
to via Calderai, and it discharged the blood into the river Kemonia.227 in 
1312 in Palermo a clear distinction was made between the butchers of the 
Jews and those of the Christians, since they were taxed in a different way 
(the former came under the cabella fumi, the second under the bucheria).228 
at the beginning of the 15th century the Palermitan Jews were given per-
mission to prepare and salt meat in the Christians’ own slaughterhouses;229 
in 1426 a proclamation, soon annulled, banned the selling to Christians 
of meat butchered by Jews, and imposed the red circle on those slaugh-
terhouses in which Jewish meat was sold.230 The separation between  
Jewish and Christian slaughterhouses, and the imposition of the badge, 
along with heavy penalties for those who transgressed, was ratified by 

224 amatus, Basilianae Abbatiae S. Mariae de Cripta, qq h 9, ff. 334r–334v; Di Giovanni, 
La topografia, 2: pp. 109–110. 

225 for a different—and far from persuasive—attempt to establish the precise location 
of the synagogue of the Jews of the Garbo, see Cassuto, “la meschita,” p. 39 n. 11; Bucaria, 
Cassuto, “la sinagoga,” pp. 172, 182–83, 193. 

226 Bucaria, Cassuto, “la sinagoga,” pp. 193–200; mauro Perani, “alla ricerca del miqweh 
perduto di Palermo: come trasformare un’ipotesi in una scoperta,” Materia giudaica xiii, 
1–2 (2008), 385–96.

227 JS, 2: 342, 643; Di matteo, “la giudecca,” pp. 69–70; AE, p. 119; michele luzzati, 
“Carne cristiana e carne ebraica: la bocciaria della judaica di Palermo,” in Ebrei e Sicilia, 
pp. 135–37.

228 JS, 2: 342.
229 JS, 3: 1729, 1858.
230 JS, 4: 2203.
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alfonso in 1435–36231 and persisted up until the expulsion; the breakdown 
in the established patterns of balanced coexistence would seem to have 
been due to the militant preaching of the franciscan matteo of agrigento 
and of the Dominican Pietro Geremia, both active between the 1420s and 
the 1430s.232

The synagogue complex also housed the chabora Iudayce, the confra-
ternity of gravediggers;233 the existence of a Jewish cemetery, spared by 
the confiscations, was already documented in the islamic period in a let-
ter from the Geniza (after 1035).234 in the late middle ages the cemetery 
of Palermo was located in the vicinity of the gardens of the magione and 
of the orchards of messer nardo de lampiso and of Giovanni de mansono,  
outside porta Termini, opposite the carbon warehouse, in the vicinity 
of the present-day railway station; its position close to one of the most 
heavily used gates, near to the countryside, gave rise to conflicts and dis-
plays of high-handedness.235 The site is marked on the Pianta geometrica 
della città di Palermo published by the marquis of Villabianca in 1777: at 
no. 188 the “sepolcri de’ Giudei fuori di Porta di Termine” are indicated.  
a tombstone dated to 1472 and now lost, incorporated into the wall of 
a tower from palazzo Pizzuto in via Bandiera, was originally from the  
Jewish cemetery.236

231  JS, 4: 2432; 2440.
232 Krasner, “re, regine,” p. 75.
233 JS, 5: 2820.
234 JS, 1: 57.
235 AE, pp. 118–119.
236 Benedetto rocco, “note su una lapide medievale di Palermo,” Sefer Yuḥasin 8 (1992), 

41–49.
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Citizens and Freedom in medieval siCily

Fabrizio titone

the historiographical debate regarding medieval sicily, especially in its 
urban dimension, includes studies which are markedly anachronistic 
and/or teleological in approach. thus, in recent years robert putnam has 
posited a strong link between the economic and political outcomes in 
present-day southern italy and presumed balances in the middle ages. 
We are given to believe that either the norman or the swabian period 
saw the triumph of a highly centralized, authoritarian monarchy, consoli-
dated during the domination of the angevins and the aragonese, hostile 
to any civic involvement in the institutional sphere.1 the consequence 
was, according to this view, the destruction of any form of civic participa-
tion, a reality diametrically opposed to that of the communes in central 
and northern italy, where the social and political involvement of citizens 
is supposed to have laid the foundations for the gradual and notable eco-
nomic development of those areas. the starkly dichotomous claim is then 
made that “in the north the people were citizens; in the south they were 
subject.”2

in marked contrast to such speculative reconstructions, the present 
paper argues that in the later middle ages in sicily there was considerable  
scope for independent civic activity and for the involvement of local com-
munities in government policy.3 at the same time i refute the thesis of a 

1 robert d. putnam, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy (prince ton, 
1993), in particular for the medieval period, pp. 121–37.

2 putnam, Making, p. 130. 
3 it should be noted that the historiographical paradigm denying the existence of cities  

with the capacity to play an important political role long predates putnam’s study. indeed, 
this same paradigm features in studies of real scope and ambition, see Henri Bresc, Un 
monde méditerranéen. Économie et société en Sicilie 1300–1450 (rome-palermo, 1986), which 
is noteworthy for, amongst other things, its remarkable analysis of notarial records. i 
would further add that Bresc’s analysis has served as a foundation for new and original 
lines of enquiry. in particular, stephan epstein, An island for itself: economic development 
and social change in late medieval Sicily (Cambridge, 1992), a study which, though at odds 
with Bresc, draws inspiration from many pages in his writings. a reappraisal of the urban 
dimension may be found in Fabrizio titone, Governments of the universitates. Urban com-
munities of Sicily in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (turnhout, 2009). For a revision of 
the interpretation claiming that the norman conquest did not allow self-governance in the 
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repressive royal authority, and that of seigneurial powers that were invari-
ably preponderant and the sole interlocutors of the crown. the present 
essay is divided into two linked parts, each arising out of two distinct ana-
lytic approaches. the first part presents a general account of the urban 
communities on the island, highlighting their autonomy and the forms 
assumed by their confrontation with the Crown. the second part corrobo-
rates this demonstration through the study of a specific case, endorsing 
the well-known assertion of thomas Bisson that “the history of power is 
to be sought in its microcosms, its locales.”4

From the vespers to the vice-kingdom: 
a Chronological survey

as is well-known, the anti-angevin revolt of the vespers erupted in  
palermo on 31 march 1282. on 4 september peter of aragon was elected 
king of sicily in palermo by the representatives of the universitates, that 
is to say, the juridically recognized communities. peter iii decreed a sepa-
ration between the two Crowns, reserving the iberian succession for his 
son alfonso, and the sicilian succession for his second-born, James, who 
became King of sicily in 1286. alfonso iii, who died in 1291, endorsed the 
separation of the Crowns, appointing as his own successor James ii, and 
as King of the island of sicily his youngest brother, Frederick. in 1291, 
however, James ii assumed both Crowns and returned to aragon. in 1295, 
through the ratification of the treaty of anagni, James ii renounced sicily 
in favour of the angevins. on 15 January 1296, at the parliament of Cata-
nia, Frederick was elected King of sicily, reigning as Frederick iii.

in 1377, the year of Frederick iv’s death, the government of the Kingdom 
was entrusted, at the King’s behest, to artale i alagona, reigning as vicar 
alongside Queen maria. alagona preferred to share power with the other 
major barons of equal rank, namely, manfredi iii Chiaromonte, Francesco ii  
ventimiglia and Guglielmo peralta. the interregnum was brought to an 
end by peter iv of aragon, who identified in the infant martin, son of his 
own second-born, the duke of montblanch, the solution, by way of mar-
riage to maria, daughter of Frederick iv. Following on from the death of 

cities, see paul oldfield, City and community in Norman Italy (Cambridge 2009). oldfield 
focuses on Campania and apulia. 

4 thomas n. Bisson, Conclusion, in Cultures of power: lordship, status, and process in 
twelfth-century Europe (philadelphia, 1995), p. 331.
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peter in 1387, martin of montblanch became the author of the conquest 
begun in 1392 with the crowning of his son as martin i, King of sicily.

in 1409, martin i died, and according to the terms of his will the sicilian  
throne passed to martin, King of aragon. martin of aragon died in 1410, 
and through the Compromise of Caspe of 1412 the regent of Castile, 
Ferdinando de antequera of trastámara, was elected to the aragonese 
throne. the institution of the vice-Kingdom, which took shape through 
the election of alfonso v, in 1416, gradually took hold in sicily. alfonso 
decided that at his death his brother John ii (1458–1479) would rule over 
the iberian kingdoms and sicily, while the Kingdom of naples would be 
separated off from the aragonese crown and entrusted to Ferrante, the 
illegitimate son of alfonso v.

the aragonese settlement became more localized, as the norman- 
swabian dispensation, which had hinged upon central offices, receded 
into the past, and at the same time a confrontation between king and 
country, though not of a top-down kind, took shape. peter iii swiftly went 
ahead with the ratification of urban elections and with the appointment 
of royal magistrates responsible for the localities. the decision to proceed 
with the formal recognition of elective offices should not be seen as the 
advent of a new political direction—there are in fact many indications of 
similar practices in the angevin period—but it does imply a concern on 
the part of the universitates (communities) to lose no time in consolidat-
ing and even extending their own role.

so far as the aftermath of the vespers and then the reign itself of  
Frederick iii (1296–1337) are concerned, there is evidence for intense 
dynamism at the local level and for broad urban participation in govern-
ment policy. in this regard i would draw the reader’s attention to certain 
crucial facts. the first has to do with the universitates of palermo and Cor-
leone, which, in the aftermath of the vespers, embarked upon a project of 
interest as much for the economic choices taken, namely, fiscal exemption 
for cives in both urban centres, as for the references to the officials and 
leading citizens (probi viri) responsible for underwriting this same proj-
ect.5 the two communities, by facilitating commercial exchanges, sought 
to respond to rising economic demand. the probi viri may be defined as 
those prominent citizens who, though not forming part of the class of  

5 raffaele starrabba, luigi tirrito, eds., Assise et consuetudini della terra di Corleone 
(palermo, 1880), pp. 129–33.
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magistrates, participated in government activities and were promoters  
of the accord between the cities, such activities implying that it was 
their custom to be unreservedly involved in political debate. in general, 
the understanding between these two universitates points to a fact that 
would seem to be clearly borne out by the primary sources, not merely in  
palermo and Corleone but extending in the following years to many other 
centres, namely, the prominence of merchants and businessmen in the 
urban context.

in addition to the aspects of city life considered above, i will now present 
some information exemplifying a general tendency relating to electoral 
procedure and the process of scripturation. the evidence from city elec-
tions shows that both officials and others took part in the electoral college. 
For instance, peter iii’s interventions in elections were addressed to the 
universis hominibus of the universitas, and in certain cases they included 
some officials.6 We are concerned here with features that became more 
widespread and more pronounced during the reign of Frederick iii. i will 
simply recall Frederick’s request, in 1304, to the Baiulis, the Judges and 
the hominibus (that is to say, men outside the group of officials) of the 
universitates, that they send to his brother James of aragon their own syn-
dics, whose election he requests, in order that they swear an oath on the 
occasion of the signing of pactes et convenciones. Where these elections  
were concerned, we know that the universitates of syracuse, trapani,  
palermo and messina shared the following: the custom of assembling in a 
consecrated site (a parish church, the cathedral, the mother church), the 
reading in the presence of those gathered together of the royal decree, the 
election by the assembly of representatives upon whom a mandate was 
then conferred.7 it was thus the custom for the communities to assemble 
and elect their own representatives. We are dealing here with develop-
ments which in my opinion constitute the first steps towards, or more 
probably the revival of an earlier reality, the formation of a civic council, 
that is to say, an organ of government, consisting of a number of officials 
and of some other members of the community, entrusted with the task 
of intervening in out-of-the-ordinary political contexts, when a somewhat 
broader consultation was required.

6 De Rebus Regni Siciliae. Documenti inediti estratti dall’Archivio della Corona d’Aragona 
(1882, reprinted in palermo 1982), 1: 48–49, pp. 71–73, p. 148, p. 1282.

7 laura sciascia, ed., Pergamene siciliane dell’Archivio della Corona d’Aragona (1188–1347) 
(palermo, 1994), pp. 124–35.
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the collections of customary texts represent further proof of the eco-
nomic and social dynamism of the sicilian cities in these years. the strong 
correlation between the distribution of customary texts and, in particular, 
a Frederickian royal policy which was in many respects unprecedented, 
was the consequence of a general ferment in the urban world. the cus-
tomary texts consist of reworkings of earlier drafts, recast in the light of 
current realities,8 nor are they the only important sources for those years. 
illuminato peri, surely the greatest sicilian medievalist, showed rare his-
torical acumen and investigative tenacity in exploring the island’s rich 
local sources. thus, in one of his most important essays, published in 1956 
and based entirely on an ecclesiastical archive, peri brought to light pri-
mary sources testifying to the economic dynamism of a clericus merca-
tor active in polizzi between the end of the 13th and the beginning of 
the 14th century.9 the highly vibrant economic circuit which he did so 
much to reconstruct lends credence to the view that the ferment of these  
years was also evident in the cities situated further inland. peri used this 
previously unknown documentary series to develop truly remarkable 
lines of enquiry. the case of polizzi was by no means unique, and in this 
regard we should bear in mind the important primary sources held in 
the Archivio Capitolare of santa maria maggiore in nicosia, a fundamen-
tal source, beginning in the mid–13th century, for any scholar seeking to 
reconstruct the history of that community.10 it should further be borne in 
mind that the 13th century was of crucial importance in the consolidation 
of relations between tuscany and sicily, since tuscan immigrants present 
on the island played a clearly mercantile social role.11

 8 illuminato peri, La Sicilia dopo il Vespro. Uomini, città e campagne. 1282/1376 (rome 
and Bari, 1990), pp. 20–21. more broadly, see ennio i. mineo, “norme cittadine, sviluppo 
istituzionale, dinamica sociale: sulla scritturazione consuetudinaria in sicilia tra Xiii e Xiv 
secolo,” in Gabriella rossetti, ed., Legislazione e prassi istituzionale nell’Europa medievale. 
Tradizione normative, ordinamenti, circolazione mercantile (secoli XI–XV) (naples, 2001), 
pp. 383–99. regarding the vibrancy of urban society in the reign of Frederick iii see 
peri, La Sicilia, p. 19–20; Giuseppe petralia, “sui toscani in sicilia tra due e trecento: la  
penetrazione sociale e il radicamento nei ceti urbani,” in marco tangheroni, ed., Com-
mercio, finanza, funzione pubblica. Stranieri in Sicilia e Sardegna nei secoli XIII–XV (naples, 
1989), pp. 136–85.

 9 illuminato peri, Rinaldo di Giovanni Lombardo “habitator terre Policii” (palermo, 1956), 
in id., Villani e cavalieri nella Sicilia Medievale (rome-Bari, 1993), pp. 143–95.

10 i refer here to the Libro di Santa Maria delle Grazie of nicosia. Barbato published 
several important documents from this source, see angelo Barbato, Per la storia di Nico-
sia nel medio evo. Documenti inediti (1267–1454) (nicosia, 1919). the first primary sources 
republished dates from 1267, and then from 1305 onwards pp. 21–22ff.

11 Giuseppe petralia, ‘sui toscani in sicilia fra due e trecento,” pp. 129–218.
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the process of scripturation at the local level represents a general phe-
nomenon in the medieval, and especially in the late medieval period,12 
and in sicily we are struck by its sheer variety. i refer in particular to the 
precious city Libri (the names of such books may vary), which are still in 
large part unread and which constitute texts of signal importance. in the 
majority of cases such texts indicate that the 14th century was a phase in 
which the cities underwent expansion. in general, the communities’ call 
to undertake the drafting of a communal memoir, that is, a memoir relating 
to the community, through the recording of the most important privi-
leges and of the events most relevant to the majority, reveals the degree 
to which the sicilian cities may be regarded as sites for the production of 
writing.13 it is worth noting that, in the case of the universitas of piazza, 
an actual urban memoir, entitled Consuetudines terre Platee, has survived. 
note that non-episcopal centres were called terrae, while episcopal cen-
tres were dubbed civitates. in 1309 a start was made to the scripturation 
of the collection, which was expanded in the following centuries, and 
constitutes an example of the building-up of a communal memory.14 it 
is worth stressing the fact that the title Consuetudines was given to the 
whole text, consisting in its first part of genuine customs and in the 
rest chiefly of royal privileges, with the most space being taken up with  
primary sources from the early 14th century to the beginning of the 16th 
century. this text supplies important evidence for the manner in which 
social structures were then articulated, for the institutional experiments 
which were undertaken, for political conflicts and for confrontations with 
central government, as also for a self-promoting urban rhetoric.

there are plainly many elements in the historical record serving to con-
firm that economic and institutional growth in the urban context was a 
widespread phenomenon, evident from the early years of the 14th century 
and symptomatic of political arenas undergoing a process of expansion.

12 paolo Cammarosano, Italia medievale. Struttura e geografia delle fonti scritte (rome, 
1991).

13 For the purposes of comparison see also sarah rees Jones, “Cities and their saints 
in england, circa 1150–1300: the development of bourgeois values in the cults of saint  
William of york and saint Kenelm of Winchcombe,” in Caroline Goodson, anne e. lester and 
Carol symes, eds., Cities, texts and social networks, 400–1500. Experience and perceptions of  
medieval urban space (Farnham, 2010), pp. 193–213, on the interaction between social  
networks, texts and topography in the urban milieu.

14 Biblioteca comunale di piazza armerina, Consuetudines terre Platee.
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institutional diversities and economic policy

the election of Frederick iii was wholly consonant with the desires of the 
swabian political class for greater independence, and from then on the 
universitates had the opportunity significantly to consolidate their own 
role. it is worth considering the impact of these shifting political balances 
upon the institutional context. the existence of institutional homogeneity 
at times has been argued for on the basis of the elections of the Baiulus,  
Judge and Jurat since the late 13th century,15 at times in terms of the  
presence of homogeneous institutions in a local context from the first half 
of the 14th century onwards,16 and at times, more generally, in relation 
to the election of magistrates.17 the primary sources do, however, oblige 
us to make many distinctions. in the first instance the evidence suggests 
that up until the end of the 14th century there subsisted a great diversity 
both in the presence of elected offices—some to be found in some centres 
but not in others—and in the procedures used to confer the magistracies. 
What is particularly striking is the active role played by society in modi-
fying or consolidating offices of government, which were therefore not 
viewed as unalterable realities.

in the first half of the 14th century the main elective system for urban 
officials, namely, the scrutiny (scrutineum) represented one of the most 
important prerogatives of the city-dweller, and one that was very wide-
spread. However, it was not the only electoral system, since some urban 
offices were allocated by means of other procedures: for example, in 1356 
the universitas of mineo elected the public notary unanimiter et concorditer,  
while in 1357 the universitas of polizzi, assembled in unum, chose the 
notary for the Curia civile.18 in Catania the scrutiny system would seem 

15 pietro Corrao, “Fra città e corte. Circolazione dei ceti dirigenti nel regno di sicilia 
fra trecento e Quattrocento,” in andrea romano, ed., Istituzioni politiche e giuridiche e 
strutture del potere politico ed economico nelle città dell’Europa mediterranea medievale e 
moderna. La Sicilia (messina, 1992), p. 26; id., “assemblee municipali nella sicilia tardo-
medievale note sul caso maltese,” in paul Xuereb, ed., Karissime Gotifride (malta, 1999), 
p. 37.

16 id., “Città ed élites urbane nella sicilia del tre-Quattrocento,” Revista d’Història  
Medieval 9 (1998), pp. 176–77.

17 id., “negoziare la politica: i ‘capitula impetrata’ dalle comunità del regno siciliano 
nel Xv secolo,” in Cecilia nubola and andreas Würgler, eds., Forme della comunicazione 
politica in Europa nei secoli XV–XVIII. Suppliche, gravamina, lettere (Bologna-Berlin, 2004), 
p. 119.

18 Giuseppe Cosentino, Codice diplomatico di Federico III d’Aragona re di Sicilia  
(palermo, 1866), p. 185, p. 387.
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not to have been put on a firm footing before the beginning of the  
15th century.19

a study of the lists of the officials elected by scrutiny, together with a 
comparison between the prerogatives of these same magistrates in vari-
ous different centres, indicates both a high degree of diversity in the struc-
tures of government in the various urban communities, and shifts in the 
magistrates’ prerogatives over time.

the differences in the organizational structure of the elected officials 
and/or their privileges were essentially the result of several factors that 
became clear during the course of the 1300s. the existence of certain 
offices and not others reflects various social contexts that gave rise to 
different requirements. some communities failed to consolidate royal 
concessions, while others, on account of their more important economic 
role, had more leeway in their negotiations with the King. the primary 
sources from the first half of the 14th century fully bears out these points. 
Consider, for example, Frederick iv’s royal mandates regarding electoral 
procedures, mandates which drew their inspiration from an older reality, 
and which showed how it was that not all offices with a responsibility for 
civil administration were chosen by scrutiny. in the instructions drawn 
up for the use of the royal official charged with overseeing the conduct 
of the elections, we find reproduced, among other things, the list of the 
offices to which electoral competition would apply. it is worth reproducing 
the information relating to the Baiuli: “the Baiuli in those cities and terre 
where the custom is to appoint them through scrutiny.”20

the Baiulus—who, in some centres, was one of the main officials in the 
civil administration—was therefore not chosen by scrutiny everywhere, 
and this was by no means of secondary importance given the fact that 
this was a practice destined to become more entrenched. Where he was 
not elected by scrutiny, he did not play a pre-eminent role in govern-
ment, and he is known to have had different prerogatives from those he 
had in centres in which he was chosen by scrutiny.21 in general, during 

19  Fabrizio titone, I magistrati cittadini. Gli ufficiali scrutinati in Sicilia da Martino I ad 
Alfonso V (Caltanissetta-rome, 2008), p. 179.

20 Baiulos in illis ex eisdem civitatibus et terris ubi creari per modum scrutinii extitit 
hactenus consuetum, Cosentino, Codice, p. 166, 1356.

21  luigi Genuardi, Il Comune nel medio evo in Sicilia. Contributo alla storia del diritto 
amministrativo (palermo, 1921), p. 194, was the first to note the absence of the Baiulus in 
certain centres, advancing a working hypothesis that the present writer has refuted, see 
titone, Governments, p. 32 note 99.
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the reign of Frederick iv, as in later phases, if we compare the list of the 
officers published in the royal directives for the elections with what actu-
ally emerges through electoral practices, we find a discrepancy arising not 
only as regards the post of Baiulus but relating to other offices also. if 
some offices were not decided by means of scrutiny, this does not neces-
sarily mean that they were not operative: in some cases they may have 
been present and appointed locally through other modes of election, at 
any rate in some periods.22

institutional development, apart from being a response to confronta-
tion and to the existing room for manoeuvre between King and city, arose 
out of the various demands articulated at the local level. i will simply cite, 
albeit in relation to a later phase, the case of the universitas of Castroreale, 
which, in 1409, did not appoint anyone to the office of treasurer, since his 
responsibilities were shouldered by other officials, and the community in 
that period had other, more urgent priorities to address.23

the study of financial and fiscal policy suggests other areas in which 
the cities enjoyed more room for manoeuvre. the taxation system con-
sisted principally of a collection of indirect taxes (gabelle), the supposi-
tion being that the communities in the first half of the 14th century had 
a reduced freedom to introduce them. already in Frederick iii’s reign a 
differentiation became apparent between imposts which were under 
the control of central government and those pertaining to local govern-
ment, in part a legacy of balances prevailing in the angevin period. as 
regards the distinction between royal and local gabelle, it is evident that 
the administrator of taxable property was not immutable, and this is how 
we should interpret the royal concessions to the communities of specific 
imposts, which might subsequently be clawed back by the King. it could 
also happen that a part of a tax was owed by the community and a part 
by the Crown. such shifts in ownership allow us to establish one of the 
principal features—more pronounced still in later years—of the system 
of taxation, namely, the lack of any rigid control over the gabelle. none-
theless, even if temporary, the differentiation of the control over taxation 
is clearly defined, and borne out by the actual concessions on the taxes. 
this was not a secondary aspect but a matter of the utmost importance: 
the King ceded to the cities control over a part of the urban income, and 

22 titone, Governments, pp. 49–76.
23 salvatore Giambruno-luigi Genuardi, Capitoli inediti delle città demaniali di Sicilia 

(palermo, 1918), p. 121.
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in fact precious margins of autonomy were at stake, which enabled city-
dwellers to achieve enrichment at the local level. the first half of the  
14th century, rather than the first half of the 15th century, was the initial 
phase in the constitution of a local fiscality.24

the separation between royal and urban income became more apparent 
during the reign of Frederick iv. the maintenance of this taxation system 
was fundamental to the understanding built up between the Crown and 
the local elites. it was not by chance that amongst the King’s first interven-
tions on behalf of those communities that had returned to the demesne, 
if, that is, they had at one time come under the control of rebel magnates, 
one provided for the reinstatement of the previous imposts.25

Where cities’ needs were greater, the existing gabelle might not be suf-
ficient, and then the universitas, once it had obtained royal authorization, 
could impose new taxes. Furthermore, in the case of unanticipated needs 
it was not uncommon for the universitas to have recourse to a form of 
direct taxation, and there is documentary evidence of a community indi-
cating its preference for this kind of tax, though it was up to the Crown 
to decide how the contributions were to be made. there are no shortage 
of cases, between the 1330s and the 1350s, of direct taxes assessed in terms 
of the ability of the different inhabitants to pay.26

the surviving documentation indicates that from the early 14th century 
onwards indirect taxes were the principal fiscal item, but from the third 
decade urban governments often had recourse to direct taxes, even if in 
particular and unusual circumstances. indeed, by the mid–14th century the 
foundations of financial and fiscal policy had been laid, and these would 
be significantly consolidated from the end of the 14th century onwards.

the Government of the vicars and royal restoration

the particular strength of the urban communities lay in their capacity to 
take advantage of a vast economic circuit guaranteed by the role of coor-
dinator assumed by the King. it is not surprising that the highest demo-
graphic concentration was to be found in demesnial communities.

24 a different line of argument has been advanced by Corrao, “negoziare,” p. 129, who, 
referring to some city petitions, maintains that a local fiscal dispensation, distinct from the 
regal, had its origins in the first half of the 15th century. 

25 r. C., vol. 8, fol. 86r, 1376 (Francavilla).
26 titone, Governments, pp. 38–39.
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midway through the 14th century the existing economic and political 
balances underwent a significant shift. in short, from the third and fourth 
decades of the 14th century there are signs of a profound economic crisis 
which persists up until the early 15th century, due, as in the other euro-
pean countries, to the decline in seigneurial revenues. this crisis led to a 
civil war within the aristocracy, from the 1330s to the early 1360s, which 
inflicted terrible economic damage and brought about the collapse of the 
system of exchanges on the island.27 the vast territorial dimensions of the 
seigneurial lordships affected by the crisis in seigneurial revenues inevita-
bly caused a polarization in the clash between Crown and magnates. the 
most prominent representatives of the aristocratic front began to extend 
their control over the demesne, and in a short time the entire region fell 
under their sway.

the phase of government by the vicars or great magnates, which lasted 
from 1377 to 1392, remains little known, on account of a documentary void 
probably caused by a deliberate dispersion of records during the royal res-
toration and by a fall in production in those same years. in another con-
text i have, however, tried to delineate some characteristics of the local 
governments during the age of the vicars, on the basis, in particular, of 
references to be found in the primary sources from the phase immediately 
succeeding the royal restoration and initiated by martin i, King of sicily, 
from 1392 onwards. What emerges is not an annulment of urban preroga-
tives but a sharp reduction in the leeway available for political participa-
tion, with the crystallization of a form of centralized government, entailing, 
in particular, a consolidation of the prerogatives of the captain, that is to 
say, the official ordinarily responsible for criminal jurisdiction and, in the 
demesnial context, appointed by the King. the factors which in the age 
of the vicars would seem to have inflicted the most humiliation upon  
the cives and the habitatores consisted of a crisis in the distribution of 
prerogatives among the urban officials, and of a seigneurial intervention 
of an authoritarian kind in urban politics, with the urban taxes coming 
wholly under the control of members of seigneurial dynasties.28

during the royal restoration under way from 1392 onwards the univer-
sitates immediately set about reclaiming the margins of autonomy previ-
ously available to them. the strategy adopted by the cities was to present 

27 on these aspects of the question i refer the reader to some important pages in 
epstein, An island, pp. 315–22.

28 titone, Governments, pp. 41–48.
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the King with more and more citizens’ petitions (capitula), drafted after 
intensive debate within the community. the incorporation of sicily into 
the aragonese crown led to the widespread circulation of cultural models, 
amongst them the pactist model of Catalan origin. an important insti-
tutional expression of pactist politics was parliamentary activity. in the 
reign of martin i a parliamentary representative institution of Catalan 
provenance took hold, although the division into branches, ecclesiasti-
cal, military (holders of fiefs, directly granted by the king) and demesnial, 
stemmed from the parliament of 1446. the functioning of this institu-
tion was based upon a solid royal potestas capable of coordinating, and 
interacting with, the various political subjects. as in the other territories 
under the Crown of aragon, so too in sicily parliamentary activity was of 
particular importance since it was in the parliament that the donativum  
(a financial contribution) was voted, in exchange for the royal approval 
of petitions.

nonetheless, parliament was not the sole context for negotiations,  
as is shown by, for example, the production of urban petitions. the  
14th century processes of negotiation between King and city—including, 
for example, the procedures by which communities chose representatives 
to confer with the King—laid the foundations for an important political 
maturation. the custom implicit in these practices of negotiation would 
have enabled the universitates to exploit from the outset the margins of 
manoeuvre available in parliament and at other levels of government from 
the reign of martin onwards. the period extending from the installation 
of King martin, infant of aragon, to the first years of martin the magnani-
mous, has been read as a unitary and autonomous chronological bloc, in 
which the fundamental turning-points of late medieval sicilian history 
would be located.29 the surviving primary sources does, however, reveal 
strong elements of continuity with the previous phases. For example, the 
data examined in this context indicate that both the urban petitions and the 
petitions accompanying the voting of the donativum should be viewed in the 
light of a well-established and venerable contractual relationship between 
king and country. the slow and gradual institutional development clearly 
traceable in primary sources from the early 14th century enabled the uni-
versitates from the reign of martin i onwards to exploit the possibility of 
recovering and consolidating a role undermined by the vicars.

29 pietro Corrao, Governare un regno. Potere, società e istituzioni in Sicilia fra Trecento e 
Quattrocento (naples, 1991), p. 27. 
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alfonso v and the Cities

Where the reign of alfonso v is concerned, i wish to restrict my discussion 
to two linked contexts, namely, royal economic policy in the localities and 
the forms of negotiation between King and city. alfonso v’s economic 
policy represents a topic of particular interest for anyone seeking to clarify 
the forms of confrontation between King and universitates. i shall refer 
to the system for the alienation of demesnial properties, including the 
offices and even the communities themselves, because they seem to have 
involved a radical retraction of urban liberties.

Circumstances in which communities were sold reflect balances of 
power quite at variance with those existing in the second half of the 14th 
century, when seigneurial authority had been in the ascendant. Where 
15th century sales are concerned, the dominus (overlord) exercised only 
a temporary control and could not interfere with the choices of the  
universitas when this latter entered into negotiations of its own accord 
with the King with a view to returning to the demesne. the community 
was at liberty to redeem itself once it was economically capable of making 
the payment. the interest felt in reincorporation into the demesne was 
linked, in my view, to its huge size and hence to the economic returns 
guaranteed by an extensive economic circuit. in order to grasp how drasti-
cally curtailed were the possibilities for urban growth within the restricted 
feudal territories, one simply has to reflect upon the propensity of many 
communities to extend their own control over the economic resources of 
the surrounding territories.

it is worth recalling briefly some aspects of the contracts entered into 
by the King or viceroy, on the one hand, and by the community, on the 
other, both generally and during the phases of redemption in particular. 
the first point to stress is the fact that the substantial sums needed to free 
oneself from feudal control were in many cases less than the initial sums 
owed. in other words, a series of reductions and delays in dates of pay-
ment were obtained, along with various economic benefits. Furthermore, 
in the case of the medium-sized and smaller communities, the object 
of such sales, one can argue that the most significant extension in their 
room for manoeuvre occurred precisely once the redemption had been 
effected. the King was passing through a decidedly weak political phase 
occasioned in fact by his having chosen selling-off even though it was in 
breach of urban privileges, and consequently needed to re-establish a con-
sensus recently placed in doubt.
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there were many cases in which the King had granted privileges and 
then failed to respect them, in particular privileges precluding the sub-
sequent sale of the communities. it is important to ponder the failure to 
implement concessions following both petitions submitted individually 
by the communities and petitions put before parliament. Beatrice pasciuta 
has considered cases of the King failing to respect concessions in parlia-
ment to be proof of the inefficacy of parliamentary contracting, arguing 
instead that “a genuine, concrete politics [is] the sort effected by means 
of specific acts, such as concessions ad personam, privileges and urban 
petitions.”30

one should nonetheless specify that a reading of the primary sources 
over a long period, and the comparison of discrete documentary series, 
reveals that the failure to implement concessions may frequently also 
involve concessions ad personam and those resulting from urban peti-
tions. in addition, where urban petitions are concerned, it is not plau-
sible simply to treat royal approval of a petition31 as proof of the actual 
attainment of what had been requested. such an assumption would be 
especially implausible in urban contexts in which the balance of forces 
was liable to alter, rendering previous petitions and their approval redun-
dant and no longer backed by the parties in the majority. nonetheless, 
in my opinion facts of this kind are very far from constituting proof that 
negotiation was by and large ineffectual.

i would further emphasise that one cannot argue for the efficacy of 
negotiations, in parliament or in other spheres of government, simply 
by equating concession and respect for the same. in imagining an equa-
tion of this sort we risk giving a misleadingly precise account of what  
was in actual fact a highly fluid confrontation, one in which there were 
many factors determining the upholding or otherwise of the concessions. 
the same holds true of the confrontation between King and country in 
the other territories under the Crown of aragon.32 For instance, in the 

30 Beatrice pasciuta, placet regie maiestati. Itinerari della normazione nel tardo medio-
evo (turin, 2005), pp. 208–250 (the quotation is at p. 247).

31  pietro Corrao, for example, when referring to certain urban petitions approved by 
the king, maintains that in the second half of alfonso’s reign access to the government was 
restricted to certain groups (Corrao, “negoziare,” p. 127). in reality, through further reading 
of the available primary sources it emerges that a policy of inclusiveness was maintained, 
save in rare cases in relation to specific offices and only for short periods, throughout the 
reign of alfonso v.

32 luís Garcia de valdeavellano, Curso de Historia de las Instituciones españolas. De los 
orígenes al final de la Edad Media (madrid, 1968), pp. 480–81, pp. 571–79; sylvia romeu, 
Les Corts valencianes (valencia, 1985), pp. 138–40; Coral Cuadrada majó, “els greuges dels 
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aragonese, valencian and Catalan Cortes, the “branches” would first of all 
ask that judgement be passed on the greuges or agravios, that is, those 
acts of the king or of public officials that had violated the juridical sys-
tem then in force. this example offers incontrovertible proof of the fact 
that a royal policy that is not of a top-down kind makes possible constant 
supervision of royal activity by the beneficiaries, with a view to upholding 
existing concessions. likewise, in sicily, much evidence for the defence 
by cities of their own room for manoeuvre may be found in the petitions 
for the suspension of royal directives deemed prejudicial to the rights of 
citizens, and thus for the opportunity to consult the king prior to such 
directives being put into effect.33

in other words, it goes without saying that one can identify numer-
ous cases in which petitions were reiterated. at the same time compari-
son between various bodies of primary sources considered across a long 
period reveals an unequivocal rise in royal concessions that were indeed 
implemented. Consider, for example, one of the most controversial matters 
under negotiation, namely, the request that the King not alienate demesnial 
properties, and in particular the urban communities. in actual fact, the 
tendency to persevere with such requests through parliament and in 
other ways also, along with a slackening of royal economic demands and 
the identifying of alternative sources of income, led to a steep fall from the 
1440s onwards in the number of communities sold off.34 Conversely, sales 
of the royal office of Captain intensified, following on in the majority of 
cases from petitions submitted by the cities or by specific groups within 
them. sales of the office of Captain testify to the capacity of the cities 
to boost their own role, despite the growth in royal financial demands. 
prior to the coronation of alfonso v, the Captain, the officer responsible 
for criminal jurisdiction, represented a rigorously official expression of 
the royal will; through the abovementioned sales, however, control over 
this same office was transferred to local representatives. in the cities this 
transfer did in its turn occasion intense conflict, often leading to the 
request that the magistracy in question be granted only to foreigners, or 

sagramental en les Corts Catalanes (segles Xiv–Xv),” in Les Corts a Catalunya. Actes del 
congrés d’història institucional, 28–30 abril 1988 (Barcelona, 1991), pp. 208–216. esther martí 
sentañes, “els memorials o instruccions per als síndics a Corts de la ciutat de lleida durant 
el regnat d’alfons el magnànim,” in Actes del 53è Congrés de la comissió internacional per a 
l’estudi de la història de les institucions representatives i parlamentàries, 3–6 settembre 2003 
(Barcelona, 2003) 2: 1636–37.

33 titone, Governments, pp. 123–26. 
34 Bresc, Un monde, 2: 857, identifies only the sale of naro in 1453.
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to requests that it not be sold at all.35 this did nothing to alter the drastic 
change in power relations, which saw the cities extending their own con-
trol over this same office.

the sales of parts of the demesne were not an index of a lack of liber-
ties in the cities but the inevitable consequence of the growth in royal 
economic requirements. the crucial fact to note is that the cities in part 
succeeded in turning these sales to their own advantage, and in thereby 
extending their system of privileges.

sources and their lexicon

it would seem appropriate at this point to assess certain aspects of the 
production of primary sources in the reign of alfonso v, in order to clarify 
the meaning of the discontinuities, and in order to avoid undue empha-
sis upon differences with respect to earlier primary sources. i will limit 
myself to a discussion of materials relating to social stratification, in order 
to shed light upon a highly characteristic feature of the documentation, 
namely, the tendency to describe sicilian society in starkly dichotomous 
terms. in the following paragraphs i will show how a description employ-
ing dichotomies served to mask balances of power which did not in fact 
correspond to descriptions of a binary kind.

the amplified role of local governments in economic policy, ordinary 
and extraordinary, during the reign of alfonso v leads to an enrichment 
of detail relating to taxable urban groups. particular light has been shed 
upon this aspect by the important researches of stephan epstein. an 
increase in financial pressure, paralleled by the royal ceding to the cities 
of decisions relating to financial and fiscal policy, gave rise to an increase 
in data, from various perspectives, regarding who was or was not able to 
make contributions. even if we grant that this was an important difference 
from the preceding phases, it would seem to be forcing the issue to main-
tain, as stephan epstein does, that the fiscal pressure exerted by alfonso v  
was the cause of the enhanced sense of identity of urban groups, which 
previously could not be sharply differentiated because the diverse groups 
did not then have a distinct group consciousness. in other words, fiscal 

35 in the parliament of 1451 a ban on the alienation of ordinary offices for the adminis-
tration of justice was requested, see Francesco m. testa, Capitula regni Siciliae (palermo, 
1741), 1: 367 (ch. CdXXiX).
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pressure in alfonso v’s reign is held to have promoted, from the end of 
the 1430s, a maturation in the process whereby the Crown came to recog-
nize the various urban groups, and, more particularly, a maturation in the 
process of self-recognition on the part of these same urban groups of their 
own economic capacities, professional distinctions etc.36

a study of the data relating to the 14th century brings to light social 
stratification in the cities, while data from the age of alfonso v pertaining to 
the articulation of urban society offers a clearer picture of groups already 
in existence and identifiable in earlier years. the differentiations in evi-
dence under alfonso were due to a process dating from an earlier period 
and in many respects already well advanced during the reign of martin i.

moreover, vague references to urban groups may be found in both 14th 
and 15th century primary sources. there are a great number of generic and 
approximate descriptions of societies in the form of information appli-
cable to macro-distinctions, that is to say, to broad social sectors which 
were themselves further subdivided. the fact that generic references to 
the population at large are also in evidence throughout sources produced 
in the 15th century should not be taken to indicate the absence of clear 
socio-professional differentiations. the vagueness of the references to 
urban societies is matched by a deliberately vague and all-inclusive lexi-
con. thus, the viceroy ratified the appointment of those elected at agri-
gento in 1457–58 in the following terms: “Having received your scrutiny 
of the officials at the Jurats’ court and the civil court and of the persons 
nobilium et popularium standing for the aforementioned offices, we elect, 
appoint and ordain. . . .”37 in this case, the phrase nobiles et populares is 
meant to refer to the entire society from which those elected were drawn, 
although the viceroy’s glancing reference does, at any rate, indicate a 
clear distinction between nobiles and populares. this reference cannot be 
considered as an exhaustive description of urban groups.38

36 epstein, An island, pp. 357–74. this interpretation was subsequently reiterated by 
igor mineo, on the basis of a specific case relating to the well-known petitions of Corle-
one of 1447, see ennio i. mineo, “Come leggere le comunità locali nella sicilia del tardo 
medioevo. alcune note sulla prima metà del Quattrocento,” MEFRM 115/1 (2003), 597–610, 
in particular pp. 608–609. 

37 Recepito scrutineo vestro officialium curiarium iuratorum ac civilis ac personarum 
nobilium et popularium concurrencium ad officia infrascripta . . . eligimus creamus et ordi-
namus . . ., titone, I magistrati, p. 73.

38 a point valid for other situations too, and by way of comparison see massimo della 
misericordia, Decidere e agire in comunita’ nel XV secolo (un aspetto del dibattito polit-
ico del dominio sforzesco), in andrea Gamberini and Giuseppe petralia, eds., Linguaggi 
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again in 1457–58 the viceroy, ruling in the case of the universitas of 
Calascibetta, seems to distinguish between those elected to the Jurats’ 
and the Judges’ Courts and the others standing for offices referred to 
as populares.39 in the context of a study specifically of violence in late 
medieval sicily i have come across some cases in which the habitatores 
in the terra of randazzo do themselves speak of popoli when referring to 
all the component parts of the society.40 Whereas in piazza, in the mid–
15th century, and up until the early 16th century, one can find mentions 
of popolo, meaning those persons not to be assimilated to the well-to-do 
gentiluomini et curiali.41 i should add that when the primary sources con-
sider social distinctions in a more specific fashion populus is never used 
to refer to the population at large. obviously sociographical descriptions 
change as the authors and the purpose of the sources do, and once again 
comparison between various different sources will enable us to avoid 
highly approximate interpretations of irreducibly local worlds.42 Further-
more, the documentary references cited above feature a description of 
social balances predicated upon a polarization between two groups which 
seem not to communicate with one another. Conversely, as i shall spell 
out below, there subsists a level of communication, reciprocal influence 
and negotiation between different socio-professional groups—a level of 
communication reflecting convergent interests which had the capacity to 
reconfigure existing hierarchies.

Bearing the above considerations in mind, i shall now go on to examine a 
protest at sciacca in which the main protagonists cannot be wholly identi-
fied with the local elite.

politici nell’Italia del Rinascimento, Atti del convegno Pisa 9–11 novembre 2006 (rome, 2007),  
pp. 291–378, who recounts circumstances in which distinctions were drawn between zenti-
lomini et vilani, genthilomini et rustici, pp. 310, 327, 347.

39 titone, I magistrati, p. 162.
40 Fabrizio titone, “presentation and practice of violence in late medieval sicily in 

piazza, polizzi and randazzo,” in samuel Cohn Jr. and Fabrizio ricciardelli, eds., The cul-
ture of violence in late Medieval and Early Modern Italy (Florence, 2012), pp. 164–165.

41  Fabrizio titone, “le ‘Consuetudines terre platee’: un esempio di cultura dello scritto,” 
in isabella lazzarini, ed., Scrittura e potere. Pratiche documentarie e forme di governo 
nell’Italia tardomedievale, Reti Medievali-Rivista iX, 1 (2008), p. 18.

42 For a comparison, but with particular reference to the question of violence, see the 
many insights to be found in the important study by david nirenberg, Communities of 
violence. Persecution of minorities in the Middle Ages, 2nd ed. (princeton, 1998). 
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the Gallows raised

an uprising recorded in the terra of sciacca towards the end of alfonso v’s 
reign would seem to bear out those interpretations which hold the cities 
to have been crushed beneath the weight of royal and seigneurial power. 
the same argument, it follows logically, would necessarily apply in a still 
more radical fashion to those groups which cannot be identified with the 
local elite.

on the basis of the available (but contradictory) estimates, at the end 
of the 1430s the universitas of sciacca had between 6000 and 9000 inhabit-
ants, although in the succeeding years demographic values registered an 
increase.43 it is worth clarifying whether this community, with its growing 
population, sustained levels of political activity intense enough to prompt 
negotiations with the King or his representative, and deciding what the 
involvement of the local inhabitants amounted to. in other words, it 
would be of interest to know whether they were merely subjects or citi-
zens also. as i shall demonstrate, sciacca, though not a metropolis to vie 
with palermo, presents numerous affinities with it.

the key primary source in this regard is the mandate issued by presi-
dent simone Bologna on 15 october 1455 to the algozirius Giovanni san  
Clemente.44 the request for the algozirius, an official at the royal court 
whose role it was to inspect the territory, to intervene, followed a denun-
ciation to the effect that the officials of the terra of sciacca did not con-
sent to the export of wheat belonging to the marquis of Geraci, Giovanni  
ventimiglia, and to the Count of Caltabellotta, antonio luna. the wheat 
had been bought by a Genoese merchant by the name of Gerardo (Gerar-
dulo) millino. it should be borne in mind that sciacca played a very impor-
tant role as a centre for the harvesting and export of cereals. one cannot 
rule out the possibility that the community, precisely because it was an 
exporting centre, feared its own interests might take second place.

the president, simone Bologna, had already ruled in favour of the sale 
of the wheat, but the mandate of 15 october followed on from the embassy 
of andrea perollo, visiting in the guise of syndic and orator (sindicu et ora-
turi) of the universitas. the universitas had decided not simply to ban the 
export of the wheat but at the same time to initiate a confrontation with 
the president, or representative of the King in the vice-kingdom, through 

43 see respectively Bresc, Un monde, 1: 59–77; epstein, An island, pp. 33–74.
44 p. r. 48, fols. 46v–47r.
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one of its own representatives. obviously perollo’s mandate was designed 
to ensure that the wheat did not leave the terra. perollo completed 
his embassy but received a request to allow the wheat to be exported,  
obtaining in return a guarantee that the marquis, the Count and the 
Genoese merchant would, if the need arose, supply sciacca with a quan-
tity equal to that harvested and sold from the terra and its territory. such 
guarantees had in reality already been granted previously, and it therefore 
seems to be the case that perollo’s embassy would have avoided punitive 
actions if the exportation of the wheat had been permitted.

the above information enables us to shed some light upon an impor-
tant fact: the contested grain came from sciacca and from neighbouring 
territories over which the community had jurisdiction. in other words, 
in the case of sciacca we can confidently assert, as has been proven for 
other universitates also,45 that there existed an adjacent territorial area 
over which the community exercised some control, and whose resources 
it exploited.

it is possible that the sale had been realised when no lack of reserves 
was feared, and that subsequently the situation had changed. andrea 
perollo, once he had returned to the community, read out the request, 
and the guarantees endorsed by the president, to the city council. Here 
he was addressing the enlarged assembly which took decisions regarding 
urban economic policy and, more generally, matters that were out of the 
ordinary, and which had appointed him as its representative. the coun-
cil’s modus operandi entailed discussion and voting on various motions. 
participants in the city council generally included some of the princi-
pal elected officials and the representatives of the various urban groups, 
whose number and social origins generally rose in relation to the impor-
tance of the matter under discussion, and to the prevailing balances of 
power. For example, in sciacca, in 1444, following a period of enfeoffment, 
it was decreed that officials would decide, through a council composed 
of from twenty to thirty citizens of every rank and degree, every single 
aspect of the financial manoeuvres required to redeem the community.46 
the broadening of the political debate to include different representatives 
of the community was a development common to all the sicilian cities, 

45 epstein, An island, pp. 124–33.
46 C. 2843, fol. 181r., 10 January 1444. 
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as preliminary researches into the second half of the 15th century would 
also seem to confirm.47

the above account gives us a sense of the tense times experienced by 
the terra, which collectively took part in the political debate, so much so 
that city officials voted as a body to prohibit the export. this fact serves 
to shed light upon an understanding that was evidently the outcome of 
negotiations between representatives of distinct social groups, arguing in 
the name of common interests. although the social balances and/or the 
dimension of conflict can be articulated in binary terms, other descrip-
tions are equally plausible. Generally speaking, if we lay undue emphasis 
upon non-vertical politics in the aragonese period, we risk focussing our 
attention exclusively on the possible manifestations of the confrontation 
between Crown and country. We ought not to accord secondary impor-
tance to the forms of negotiation evident at a local level, and from this 
point of view the transversal power configurations to be found at sciacca 
prove similar to those recorded for palermo a few years earlier, that is, 
during the popularis uprising of 1450.48

no sooner had andrea perollo read out the orders that had been issued 
than the protest took a more radical turn, as various sectors of the commu-
nity became involved. if at the outset all the officials, without distinction, 
had backed the protest, now all or some of them seemed to be keeping 
their distance. the president was in fact informed, through some letters 
sent by the Jurats,49 that once perollo had made known what he had to 
communicate, some elements within the populus started to riot, issuing 
verbal protests and seizing hold of the wheat produced and harvested in 
the territory of sciacca.

47 titone, Le ‘Consuetudines terre platee.’
48 Fabrizio titone, “il tumulto popularis del 1450. Conflitto politico e società urbana a 

palermo,” Archivio Storico Italiano 163 (2005), 43–86. By way of comparison, see the impor-
tant argument regarding power relations and social changes which do not correspond to 
descriptions of a binary type, in theodore B. leinwand, “negotiation and new historicism,” 
Publications of the Modern Language Association of America 105 (1990), 477–90. 

49 i have not identified the officials, among them the Jurats, active in these months. 
Generally elections took place around september and the officials remained in office 
for the whole of the notional administrative year (annum indictionis) that ran from the 
first of september to 31 august. the scrutinies for the fourth administrative year were 
dated 29 may 1456 of the fourth administrative year, and hence they were held late in  
that administrative year. the choice of such a date was generally due to emergency condi-
tions, and in this case very probably on account of the riot. in other words, those newly 
elected may have replaced the previous officials. the final phases of the viceroy’s inter-
vention with regard to the instigators of the riot are recorded in June 1456, p. r. 48, fols. 
360v–361r. 
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Was this a spontaneous action, or at any rate an action without any 
debate? the primary sources do not appear to corroborate this hypothesis. 
the protest was organized and controlled: on the basis of votes, those who 
took part in the uprising stood guard night and day over the storehouses 
in order to stop the grain from being exported. Just as motions proposed 
by the councillors in the council were voted on, so too here, whoever took 
part in the protest voted on what was to be done. it would appear that 
the practice of political debate—discussion and voting—was familiar to 
the rioters. this is a point of particular significance, serving to show how 
populus and government elite were not isolated one from the other but 
in constant communication.50 since this action was dubbed a wicked and 
very bad example by the Court, we must presume that it feared that the 
other centres might emulate it. i will comment shortly on this point, and 
on the instigators of the uprising.

it is now worth devoting some attention to the repressive measures 
that were adopted. the response would seem to have been particularly 
harsh: the algozirius was instructed to make his way to sciacca and, first 
of all, to have the gallows erected in the city square—faczati prima facie 
erigiri et plantari in la placza li furlii. then, with the collaboration of a 
person versed in the law he was to hold trials in order to incarcerate and 
condemn the guilty parties. in this fashion due punishment was to be 
inflicted upon the guilty, and a warning issued to anyone else. at the same 
time officials were required to make it plain where they stood. the city 
officials were supposed to obey the algozirius, in his role as the president’s 
representative. those who refused would be liable to suffer the death  
penalty and the publication (or confiscation) of their goods. Further-
more, they were obliged to collaborate with the algozirius in facilitating 
the exportation of the grain.51 the unambiguous nature of the directives 
issued to the officials was obviously also due to the ease with which the 
role each had played, either as collaborators with the royal official or as 
his opponents, could be identified. indeed, once the algozirius had inter-
vened, the officials began to take their distance from the rioters, and the 
result was that only those who did not belong to the ruling class were 
hunted down.

50 For a comparison, but regarding the early modern period, see in particular peter 
Burke, Popular culture in early modern Europe (Farnham, 2009) and Francesco Benigno, “il 
popolo che abbiamo perduto. note sul concetto di cultura popolare tra storia e antropo-
logia,” Giornale di storia costituzionale 18 (2009), 151–78. 

51  p. r. 48, fols. 46v–47r. 
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the repressive measures adopted seem less surprising once one sub-
sumes all the universitates within the purview of a single analysis, an 
indispensable method given the close relations between the various com-
munities. the fear that events in sciacca might be imitated was in reality 
not unfounded. in 1450, in palermo, a riot with a significant impact upon 
local politics, and upon relations with the King, was recorded. repression 
against those responsible for the palermitan riot was instigated between 
may and July 1450, but already in the november of that same year, in 
a centre a considerable distance from palermo, namely, piazza, news 
had arrived of those events. likewise in another community, polizzi, the  
palermo riot was in fact evoked during the disorders of the early months 
of 1451.52 there seemed good cause to fear that the concatenation of cir-
cumstances recorded a few years before might be repeated in the after-
math of the uprising at sciacca.

the Gallows pulled down

the sequence of events enables us to shed a clearer light not only on 
the confrontation between Crown and community but also on the vari-
ous jurisdictional levels relating to the urban universe. the decision to 
dispatch the algozirius on the one hand, and the interest shown by the 
segneurial exponents on the other, would seem to leave a community 
condemned to suffer a politics of repression with no room for manoeuvre. 
this proved not to be the case, however, since the subsequent develop-
ments were very far from being characterized by subordination or by a 
readiness to submit to an exercise of authority deemed to be unjust.

in January 1456, upon learning that the situation in sciacca had taken 
an unexpected turn, the viceroy lop Ximen de urrea resolved to inter-
vene. He took the decision to send lemmo de Bracco, one of the commis-
sioners at the royal Court, that is to say, the most important tribunal in 
the vice-Kingdom. the commissioner, in collaboration with the captain, 
and the captain’s judge—the royal officials at the head of the city tribunal 
with criminal jurisdiction of the first degree—was supposed to have insti-
gated proceedings against whoever had incited plebem et multitudinem 
gencium against the algozirius Giovanni di santo Clemente.53 the wording 
no longer referred to populus but to plebs et gens, that is to say, those who 

52 titone, “presentation.”
53 p. r. 48, fol. 134rv.



512 fabrizio titone

would seem to have been regarded as sectors of the community that were 
at once easily swayed and numerous. at the same time we cannot rule out 
the possibility that some of those who lived in the countryside had taken 
part in the protest, given the close ties between sciacca and the adjoining 
territory.

it is worth recounting what was intimated in one of the viceroy’s sub-
sequent mandates: “some from the terra of sciacca have come close to 
committing acts of resistance against the removal of wheat,”54 and “many 
of the populo have inveighed against the royal representative and pulled 
down the gallows and flung them away.”55 there was thus created an 
unsustainable climate of fear, which made it impossible for the royal rep-
resentative to perform his official duties.56 the attack on the gallows had 
a very powerful symbolic value, inasmuch as it implied a refusal to toler-
ate an extraordinary extension of royal authority within the community. 
references to the riot in the primary sources suggest that the actions of 
the populares were highly expressive and instinctive but not therefore 
irrational, as i shall show below. indeed, there were powerful manifesta-
tions of role reversal, a pivotal and routine aspect of rituals of rebellion, 
in which those who are subordinate decide to propose their own vision of 
justice, rejecting the exercise of power imposed from above.57 a deliberate 
decision is taken to challenge any exercise of authority that is out of the 
ordinary and deemed unjustly restrictive, through an action which does 
not jeopardise the safety of the royal representative. Granted the arbitrary 
value of every recourse to metaphorical interpretations, i would nonethe-
less propose that we imagine urban space as a theatre, in which a group of 
actors ordinarily relegated to the wings all of a sudden take centre stage. 
the pulling-down of the gallows unequivocally guaranteed the populares 
a leading role.

54 Nonnulli de terra Sacce predicta super extraccione frumentorum certas quasi resisten-
cias et enormitates commiserunt; p. r. vol. 48, fol. 360v, 22 June 1456.

55 Plures de populo cum tumulto et vociferacionibus contra eum insurrexissent lignaque 
furcarum predictarum cepissent et alonge proiecissent; ibid.

56 p. r. 48, fols. 360v–361r. there is further mention of episodes involving resistance to 
the royal official in p. r. 48, fol. 244r, 31 march 1456.

57 For a comparison, albeit in a different context, see the important contribution of 
Chris Humphrey, The politics of carnival. Festive misrule in medieval England (manchester-
new york, 2001), a study distinguished for its lucid methodological proposals. For a discus-
sion of role reversal, i would refer the reader to Barbara Babcock, Introduction, in Barbara 
Babcock ed., The reversible world. Symbolic inversion in art and society (ithaca-london, 
1978), pp. 13–36 in particular pp. 14–15. 
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the viceroy would seem to have been particularly concerned to send 
an official versed in law, by virtue of his role in the royal Court, and at the 
same time he requested direct involvement on the part of the main royal 
officials active at the local level. ordinary practice dictated that the cap-
tain’s sentences could be appealed at the royal Court, since by means of 
trials presided over by the commissioner and the captain a swifter staging 
of the same could be guaranteed. lemmo de Bracco did indeed have the 
task of putting on trial not plebs et gens but those who had incited plebs 
et gens against the previous commissioner.58

the fact that the royal commissioner was assisted by the captain and 
the captain’s judge was not insignificant, given that the captain then in 
office was of local extraction.59 the main royal representative at the local 
level could guarantee a channel of communication between the universi-
tates and the royal court. the confrontation led to a policy that, far from 
being repressive, would turn out to be just the opposite. on 22 June 1456 
the viceroy decided to pardon every transgression, either of those who 
had fled or of those who, more generally, had been implicated in the acts 
of resistance to the royal official. He arrived at this decision after a resolu-
tion of the royal council had been passed, and the petition presented by 
the universitas and by some familiares et domestici regis, and after some 
consideration of the royal interests at stake.60 the listing of the factors 
underlying the decision in favour of a pardon reveals the existence of 
channels of communication between the community and the Crown. in 
rehearsing the terms of this same pardon it was made clear that provi-
sion had always been made for guarantees ensuring that the community 
did not suffer from a shortage of wheat. a pardon of this sort reflects 
the essential fluidity of the relations between rulers and ruled, such that 
the modalities of the exercise of power could be wholly contested, and, 
more particularly, indicates just how rarely, in the confrontation between 
Crown and country, recourse was had to coercion.61

58 p. r. 48, fol. 134rv. 
59 the captain in question was probably pietro Bondelmonte (Buondelmonte) or  

antonio Calandrino, see p. r. 44, fols. 35v–36r and in particular p. r. 47, fol. 110r.
60 p. r. 48, fols. 360v–361r. assuming that pardon is generally granted to persons  

actually involved, the primary source specifically names pietro lutrumbecta, magister 
simone spataru, nicola Gassiraru, lemmo ianecto, antonio Faczellu, nicola lutrumbecta 
et certi alii. paolo de playa was excluded from the pardon.

61 on the exercise of power and its possible configurations in the medieval period, i will 
limit myself to the demanding essays contained in robert F. Berkhofer iii, alan Cooper 
and adam Kosto, eds., The experience of power in medieval Europe, 950–1350 (aldershot, 
2005).



514 fabrizio titone

the Causes of the protest

one of the most interesting details to emerge concerns the identity of 
those who took part in the protest movement. the sheer complexity 
of social stratification in the cities of sicily was especially apparent at 
moments of conflict.

references in the primary sources to those responsible vary markedly: 
initially the populus is mentioned, but then reference is made to certain 
persons who had incited plebs et gens against the algozirius, and finally in 
the pardon reference is again made to the populus as author of the uprising. 
there would seem to be two main causes underlying the decision to punish  
only those who had fomented the reprisals. striking only the actual ring-
leaders still sent a clear message to all those who had taken part. at the 
same time the decision not to harry representatives of the plebs et gens 
appears to reflect both a search for a practical resolution that would ren-
der intervention feasible and the difficulty of tracing all those who had 
taken part.

the rioters did not belong to the urban elite. For the time being i will 
simply note that the term populus refers here to a part of the population 
that was obviously more vulnerable to grave grain shortages. on the basis 
of an analysis of other cases contemporary with the events in sciacca, i 
conclude that the populares were a numerous and economically weak sec-
tor of society, in which one may include the poor, though with the proviso 
that the populares and the poor not simply be equated. this conclusion 
enables us, in my opinion, to explain the reference to the gens and to the 
plebs, who would seem to be contiguous with the populus. the reference 
to the resources of the surrounding territory, and the preoccupation with 
the harvest, shows that the populares were prey to the widely held fear of 
suffering from a dearth of grain, and therefore vulnerable to speculative 
ventures. in other words, it was believed that, at a time of emergency, the 
community had the right to re-enter into possession of its own property. 
this point enables us to clarify the refusal to tolerate the sight of the gal-
lows, a veritable outrage given the community’s view of its petition as 
wholly legitimate. But that was not the only reason.

the action taken by the populus had a deeper, albeit undeclared moti-
vation, namely, a refusal to countenance the right of a member of a sei-
gneurial dynasty to control the resources of the community, and this 
fact accounts, in my opinion, for the transversality of the protest, at any 
rate at the outset, when officers were involved. the underlying motives 
were in fact deep-seated. in the reign of alfonso v, sciacca had suf-
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fered two enfeoffments—from 1423 to 1432 and from 1438 to 1443—and  
having emancipated itself from the seigneurial dynasty’s control it 
requested, and finally, after one thwarted attempt, was granted, the right not 
to be alienated ever again.62 it was not solely a question of maintaining the  
level of reserve supplies deemed necessary, but also of ruling against the 
dominus, and more specifically against the Count of Caltabellotta and 
the marquis of Geraci. evidently the populares saw seigneurial control as 
being against their own best interests.

the sense of unease to which the uprising testifies had, i believe, a num-
ber of additional causes. the unusual decision to call for the erection of 
the gallows was particularly risky because it evoked the same symbolism  
as the seigneurial dynasties had employed, at any rate to judge by  
14th century primary sources, since, once the Kings had granted them the 
right to dispense penal jurisdiction, they symbolized this prerogative by 
raising a gibbet at the entrance to the fief.63 the use of a symbolism more 
generally associated with the seigneurial dynasties may have radicalized 
the protest. nor can we rule out the possibility of the Crown having here 
signalled its inclination to reverse its habitual policy of favouring the  
universitates. assuming that the demesnial communities really did 
enjoy considerable room for manoeuvre, it is possible that the viceroy 
had glimpsed the emergence of an exercise of power on the part of the  
community that was by now impervious to the reactions of the royal 
court. in this regard it should be noted that in 1434 sciacca had obtained 
jurisdictional privileges over trials of the first and second instance for civil 
cases up to 50 onze and, to a limited extent, for some criminal cases.64  
in other words, the gallows may have been meant to indicate that the 
harsh justice characteristic of seigneurial dominions was also going to be 
dispensed by the royal government.

Finally, i wish to advance a hypothesis regarding the causes of the  
uprising, or rather its protracted nature, which go beyond the confrontation 

62 after the first enfeoffment the community entered two separate petitions, one 
shortly after the other, on 8 august 1433 and on 10 march 1434, with a view to consolidating  
its reincorporation into the demesne. the texts of these petitions may be found in  
p. r. 33, fols. 197r–198v and r. C. 69, fols. 102v–106v respectively. even after the second  
enfeoffment a further important petition was drafted and presented, C. 2843, fols. 179v–182r, 
10 January 1444. 

63 vincenzo d’alessandro, Politica e società nella Sicilia aragonese (palermo, 1963),  
p. 258.

64 r. C. 69, fols 104r–105r, 16 march 1434. the appellate judge and the appellate notary 
were chosen by scrutiny in 1436–37, which confirms the supposition that court privileges 
had been applied. titone, I magistrati, p. 114. 
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with the seigneurial dynasty. the uprising, it seems to me, also reflects the 
need felt by a sector of the community to give vent to its feelings about 
the social order, to reject the prevailing hierarchy and the existing balance 
of power. the protest assumed this character only in its final and most 
violent phase, following on from the erection of the gallows. in this regard 
there may have been latent tensions between the various urban groups in 
sciacca, tensions which probably found indirect expression in the turbu-
lent events described and, in particular, in the pivotal role played by the 
populares. in order to understand what may in my opinion be defined 
as a state of unease liable to tip over at any moment into riot and rebel-
lion, it is necessary to consider the various interests affected by taxation 
policies.

suppose we consider a case of proportional tax in sciacca. in 1434, with 
a view to finding the money needed for the repair of the city walls, promi-
nent citizens, by virtue of their role as representatives of the universitas, 
called upon the Jurats, through a council composed exclusively of gintilo-
mini, to impose a differentiated monthly tax which provided for a ceiling 
of one tarì and 10 grani and a minimum rate of 5 grani.65 the lack of any 
clear specification of any intermediate taxes seems somewhat suspicious. 
in another context i have argued that the indicating of a maximum and a 
minimum rate without also specifying intermediate taxes implies a loose 
relationship between taxation and the criterion of proportionality, and is 
a sign of a levy that might well favour the more prosperous groups.66 this 
is an argument that could be bolstered by the following consideration. 
although there is no indication of there being any, we cannot rule out 
the existence, between the maximum and minimum rates stipulated, of 
intermediate taxes. nonetheless, the fact that neither the size of the inter-
mediate rates nor the number of possible rates are specified,67 shows that 
it was very much left to the discretion of the proposers of such imposts to 
decide whom to tax, and how much to tax them. this doubt regarding the 
rigour with which the criterion of proportionality was applied is clearly 

65 r. C. 69, fols 102v–106v, 16 march 1434. the petitions were presented by the Jurats 
paolo argumento and Guglielmo de insola, and by the domini milites mainente Bendilu-
munti (Buondelmonte) and orlando de amato, and by the dominus antonio de Bonanno 
legum doctor. the previous year (1432–33) paolo argumento and Guglielmo de insola had 
been elected Jurats and antonio de Bonanno Judge of the Civil Court, titone, I magistrati, 
p. 113. 

66 titone, Governments, pp. 145–146. 
67 in 1335, Frederick iii established a new impost for the community of nicosia, with a 

graduated scale of different rates, see titone, Governments, pp. 38–39. 
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reinforced by the request to summon a council, consisting solely of the 
wealthiest in the community, which would decide whom to tax.

this was a point that would seem to have been grasped by the 
King, who agreed to the petition but proposed an important modifica-
tion, to the effect that, assuming that the miserabiles would be exempt, 
three representatives of the nobles (or gintilomini), borgesi and artisans  
respectively—nobilium, borgesium and ministalium—would have carried 
out the proposed taxation.68 the failure to include a representative of the 
populares proves how marginalized they were in the exercise of power. 
this does not mean that they were exempt from taxation, because gener-
ally speaking the populus was included among the taxable groups.

the taxes proposed in 1434, notwithstanding the modifications intro-
duced by the King, indicate, in my opinion, an urban policy that tended to 
be detrimental to the economic interests of those habitatores who had a 
more marginal socio-professional role. the King’s failure to include a rep-
resentative of the populus seems to me to reflect his wish to ensure rapid 
implementation, it thus being easier to achieve compromises between 
those responsible for taxation, but also his intention to undermine still 
further the role of the populus, whose humiliation, however, had been 
greater still in the original petition. the most important element to consider 
is the object of the council, namely, the fixing of a new tax for the repair  
of the city walls, a task which had very often to be tackled by the com-
munities during these years. it would seem to be the case, in other words, 
that the populus was neither ordinarily nor automatically considered to be 
an integral part of debates in the council. We have earlier cited the council 
session of 1444, which represents a profoundly different session because 
its purpose was to find the sums needed for redemption, and it therefore 
had an extraordinary character. in this latter case the council consisted 
of twenty to thirty citizens of every degree, and populares may have been 
amongst them, though we are not in a position to ascertain whether this 
was in fact so. the exceptional nature of the circumstance means that 
we cannot deduce that the inclusion of populares was the norm. it seems 
more plausible to conclude that the populus was included in debates in 

68 in the collette (royal hearth tax) of 1375–76, the “wretched (miserabili persone)” were 
exempted, see peri, Restaurazione, p. 66. in Catalonia the miserabiles were the less well-
to-do, for whom the local governments requested complete exemption from the royal 
collette, a request never granted by the Crown, see Jordi morelló Baget, Fiscalitat i deute 
públic en dues viles del camp de Tarragona. Reus i Valls, segles XIV–XV (Barcelona, 2001), 
pp. 248–51.
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extraordinary circumstances or following on from its explicit bids to win 
greater visibility. in other words, we cannot rule out the possibility that in 
1455–1456 the protest gave voice to internal tensions with regard to rulers 
and that the populus laid claim to greater visibility.

the royal pardon on 22 June 1456 featured the names of 6 persons, 
among them a magister, with all the others deemed responsible being 
vaguely identified as certi alii. With regard to the presence of a magister 
(simone spataru),69 it should be stressed that artisans loomed large in the 
universitates, a fact borne out by the request voiced in various communi-
ties for the setting-up of guilds, one of whose aims was to decide upon the 
qualifications required in a person wishing to practice a specific craft. By 
means of this strategy the guilds hoped to ensure that a craft was properly 
supervised, and that access to it was limited, a preoccupation linked to 
the population boom of those years. From this point of view, the details 
relating to the guilds active in palermo are compelling evidence for the 
above claim. on the other hand, the world of the artisan might be inter-
nally differentiated. in 1446, in Catania, mention is made of ministrali et 
artisti, designations which probably indicate, as in Barcelona, differentia-
tions in rank amongst the artisans.70 in Catania they obtained the right, as 
had been stipulated originally, to intervene again in the general council, 
and this time not with two consuls for all the crafts but with two for each 
craft.71 on the basis of all this information we cannot exclude processes 
of marginalization within a craft when artisans did not respect the quali-
fications required, nor, more generally, can we rule out the presence of 
artisans who played an autonomous, non-organized role.

so far as sciacca is concerned, i have found no trace of any guilds, 
but the artisans did have a role in government.72 to judge by the lists of 
those elected in sciacca, simone spataru is not among those taking part in  
government; his inclusion among the populares suggests that the populares 
and the world of the artisans (or certain sectors of it) may indeed have 

69 see note 60.
70 on the structuring of Barcelonese society, divided into groups of “ciutadans honrats, 

mercaders, artistes e menestrales,” with these last two terms both referring to artisans, 
but with artistes denoting the more important ones such as silversmiths and goldsmiths, i 
refer the reader to Batlle Gallart and Busqueta riu, “distribució social i formes de vida”, in 
Jaume sobrequés Callicó ed., Història de Barcelona, La ciutat consolidada (segles XIV i XV) 
(Barcelona, 1991–1997), 3: 91–136. 

71  Giambruno-Genuardi, Capitoli, pp. 190–192.
72 titone, I magistrati, pp. 36, 109–118; titone, Governments, pp. 259–60. 
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been contiguous, in all likelihood a contiguity due to professional affini-
ties relating to manual labour. We can find indirect confirmation of this 
hypothesis in an undated text listing the customs of sciacca, the compi-
lation of which was the result of revisions and additions to earlier texts, 
probably carried out in the 15th century. detailed indications are given, 
based on the social group and gender of the deceased, as to how the bell 
was to be tolled in celebrating the funeral rites. two strokes of the mid-
dle bell would be sounded for artisans and for those engaged in manual 
labour—pro ministralibus et personis qui manibus laborant. the populares 
are not mentioned directly but the norm would seem to refer to them,73 
as we can deduce from elements known to us in the case of other uni-
versitates. thus at palermo, in 1450, amongst the populares we also find 
manual workers, a datum that recurs at patti, where in 1467 the poviri 
populari must have made a contribution not economically but by using 
their brute strength to help with the repairs to the city walls.74

these data aside, in my opinion the contiguity of interest between 
populares and artisans was mainly economic in nature. in the artisans 
the populares had an interlocutor who could assist them politically in the 
safeguarding of their own best interests. For example, in Catania, in 1450, 
artisans and populares were the joint authors of petitions which chiefly 
consisted of denunciations and requests for enquiries into speculative 
ventures ascribed to certain gentilomini and the Jurats regarding contracts 
for gabelle and grain sales.75 in general, this data enables us to assert that 
the populares were not systematically excluded from government policy. 
We cannot rule out the possibility that they played a part in government, 
albeit in extraordinary circumstances or in ordinary circumstances but 
alongside other groups with a more prominent socio-economic role.

73 a fact that becomes clear once one considers the various other groups mentioned, 
see pellegrino mortillaro, ed., Il Libro Rosso della città di Sciacca (sciacca, 2003), p. 88. 

74 Giovan C. sciacca, Patti e l’amministrazione del comune nel medioevo (palermo, 1907), 
pp. 322–23.

75 Giambruno-Genuardi, Capitoli, pp. 200–206. the petitions were presented by the 
consuli et populi. in this case we are not told that the former were the representatives 
of the artisans, but we can deduce as much both from the fact that one of the petitions 
concerns participation in the council (ibid., p. 202), a prerogative obtained in these years 
precisely by the magistri, and because in other cases those speaking of consuls only have 
artisans in mind; for example ibid., pp. 184–85, 1446; pp. 190–91, p. 1446; matteo Gaudioso, 
“atti dei Giurati di Catania,” Archivio Storico di Catania vol. 11, 1, p. 1, 1447; vol. 12, 2, p. 110, 
1449. 
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moreover, amongst those pardoned in the aftermath of the riot 
there was also one ianecto (or iannetta) lemmo, probably a relative of  
Guglielmo, elected in 1432–33 as catapan (acatapanus)—an official respon-
sible for overseeing markets—and of the notarius manfredi, elected Judge 
in 1419–1420. another who took part in the uprising, and the only person 
not to be pardoned, was paolo de playa/pilaia, whom we can plausibly 
trace back to the onomastic group pilaia, which included, but at a much 
earlier period, two Jurats, namely, marco, elected in 1399–1400, and anto-
nio, elected in 1406–1407.76

Can we then entertain the hypothesis that the populus is a group of 
citizens, at any rate at sciacca, with an organic role in government? i have 
my doubts about this hypothesis, not least because of the data relating to 
political confrontations, in which they are plainly not involved. What is 
clear is that internally the populus was highly stratified, that it included 
manual workers, and probably also workers on the land, but also modest 
artisans, and that it could on occasion enter into contact with persons 
close to government circles, or with actual government representatives. 
the fact that the populus was cited as instigator of the riot does not con-
stitute proof that all those taking part in the riot were populares. as i 
pointed out above, the lexicon used in the sources may be misleading 
and in its more practical aspects highly imprecise. Where sciacca is con-
cerned, the term populares would seem to be used in such a way that it 
also includes those probably originating in other sectors, and one spoke 
of populus on this occasion because the majority of those taking part in 
the riot originated in the populus. this majority cannot, however, simply 
be equated with the local elite, and yet it did have a political role to play,  
and though not obtaining as much as it might have hoped, it avoided 
prosecution for the acts of resistance perpetrated. on the other hand, 
those taking part in the uprising never managed to give a systematic form 
to their own requests, nor, once the city officials had distanced themselves 
from the protest, to identify a strategy open to mediations. Findings such 
as these may mislead us, and give the impression that the requests were 
politically weak. i do not think it justified to regard the failure of the popu-
lus to systematize its requests as proof that the motivations underlying 
the protest were insubstantial. the convergence of various demands and 

76 For the elections see titone, I magistrati, pp. 109, 111–13. as regards the others who 
were granted a pardon and whose names are mentioned, we lack both general informa-
tion on them and any clues as to their links or otherwise with government milieux. see 
note 60. 



 citizens and freedom in medieval sicily 521

expectations, though expressed in a disordered fashion, does not diminish  
the importance of the requests relating to economic factors, political  
representation, and taking a stand against the seigneurial dynasty.

Conclusions

in this study the decision to restrict the enquiry to the 14th and 15th 
centuries was chiefly motivated by the fact of the universitates having 
significant elements in common, elements reflecting the royal stance of 
openness towards the urban world. this decision should not be taken to 
imply a wish to deny the existence of important civic realities in previous 
centuries—one merely has to reflect on the fact that the customs drafted 
in the early 14th century were redraftings and revisions of earlier texts—
but rather to bring to light the political importance of the urban world in 
the 14th and 15th centuries.

the vastness of the demesne, and the high population densities to be 
found within it, are clearly reflected in the diversity of social contexts 
and of local economic realities, a diversity, moreover, expressed in often 
highly diverse structures of government, as in processes of mediation 
involving markedly different policies and timescales. this is not to rule 
out a gradual rise in important elements in common, which slowly eroded 
the pronounced differences evident at the beginning of the 14th century. 
these elements clearly serve to show how government institutions in  
sicily did not constitute given, uniform realities but were liable to alter in 
response to pressure from below.

the period of crisis undergone by the cities during the government  
of the vicars was probably at the origin of the political fortunes enjoyed by 
the urban world from the end of the 14th century onwards. the crushing 
of the military and territorial might of the seigneurial lords, prosecuted 
and achieved by martin i, enabled the cities to recover lost ground in the 
early 14th century, and, once free of the threat posed by the overwhelming 
seigneurial power of the second half of the 14th century, to develop the 
urban world. this balance of power between the Crown and the cities 
subsisted throughout the 15th century.

the involvement in city politics of broad sectors of sicilian society is 
probably one of the major consequences of the consolidation and exten-
sion of the leeway available to the citizenry. By the same token there 
was now a Crown prepared to sponsor processes of mediation reflecting 
a policy of a tendentially more inclusive character arising out of strong 
pressure from below.
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in the present essay i have recalled a specific case having to do with a 
riot whose course and outcome do not reflect contexts that were devoid 
of political debate or wholly subordinated to royal policies. on the other 
hand, the opposition to the exporting of the grain represents only one, 
and probably not the main, cause underlying the riot. david nirenberg has 
argued for “a range of multiple meanings inherent in the violence, some of 
which we might call stabilizing, others the contrary.”77 this claim certainly 
holds good for episodes of violence in late medieval sicily. the events in 
sciacca reveal, on the one hand, a determination to confirm a pre-existing 
balance of power by effecting the outright exclusion of the dominus from 
the task of administering the property of the terra. at the same time, the 
initial involvement of the officials shows just how mutable, and subject to 
far-reaching reconfigurations, the alliances and the hierarchies might be. 
on the other hand, those episodes which were viewed by the viceroy as 
being acts tantamount to resistance reflect an unease probably arising out 
of none too equitable, and far from inclusive, tax policies. even in non-
metropolitan circumstances such as were to be found in sciacca we can 
discern significant social stratification and elements indicating both the 
presence of social mobility and that of communication between the vari-
ous groups. indeed, even if the populus did not represent the local elite, it 
would seem to have been in contact with government representatives and 
to have occupied a key position in the debate with the Crown. the general 
pardon indicates both the Crown’s concern to preserve a peaceful climate 
whereby the populares did not feel marginalized, and its awareness of the 
role played by them in maintaining local balances of power. Finally, if at 
first glance the protagonists of the riot did not seem to stand any chance 
of obtaining what they had wished for, we cannot rule out the possibility 
that in the aftermath of the disturbances they may well have obtained an 
important outcome, namely, keeping sciacca within the demesnial con-
text and blocking further alienations of the terra.

Wim Blockmans has shown how in the realm of historical explana-
tion it is necessary to address complex systems which feature variables 
and interactions which alter over time, fashioning an approach which 
might perhaps avoid “the scylla of purely descriptive juxtapositions of 

77 on the effects of violence in general, and more specifically as regards relations 
between Christians and other religious groups, nirenberg, Communities, pp. 227–228. 
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unique cases, as well as the Charybdis of teleological over-simplification.”78 
despite the ever-increasing number of studies devoted to the cities in late 
medieval sicily, few historians seem as yet to be adopting an approach 
which considers in a critical fashion the sheer range of different sources 
available for consultation. at the same time, the very fact of our being 
able to speak convincingly of urban history in late medieval sicily shows 
incontrovertibly how vital it is that we free ourselves from approaches 
that are anachronistic and/or teleological, and that we consider events on 
the island in and for themselves.

78 Wim Blockmans, “Cities, networks and territories. north-central italy and the low 
Countries reconsidered,” in paolo Guglielmotti-isabella lazzarini-Gian maria varanini, 
eds., Europa e Italia. Studi in onore di Giorgio Chittolini. Europe and Italy. Studies in honor 
of Giorgio Chittolini (Florence, 2011), pp. 43–54 (the quotation is at p. 43). 
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